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Robert L. Meriwether and the South Caroliniana
Library
Nicholas Meriwether

Though praised as an outstanding scholar, Robert L.
Meriwether was perhaps most proud of his work in helping
other scholars as a teacher, editor, archivist, and librarian, with
the founding of the South Caroliniana Library as the pinnacle
of those efforts. Born in Edgefield County, South Carolina, in
1890, his love of history and affection for his native state seem
inextricably intertwined from a young age. This might be expected from someone raised in the wake of Reconstruction in a
state that had endured so much loss and upheaval in the Civil
War and its aftermath. Indeed, in many ways, his early life
illustrates how South Carolinians attempted to recover from
the aftershocks of those events.
Though his grandfather, Snowden Griffin Meriwether,
had been a well-educated doctor, his Civil War service left him
shattered and unable to resume his practice. He retired to the
upcountry to be a stationmaster of the small family town of
Meriwether, where his grandson spent long hours reading novels to him. This may be where Robert Meriwether's lifelong
love of railroads came from, memorialized in a college essay
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on the construction of a spur line close to Wofford, where he
wrote of "the interest that a railroad never fails to have." 1
From those early years in Edgefield, Meriwether
emerged with an abiding love for the hills and rivers of the
South Carolina upcountry, and it is reasonable to assume that
in those years he also became fascinated with stories of people
and places and history, themes that would become pronounced
in his college writings. For that to happen though, the family
had to move from Edgefield-the school there went only through
the eighth grade, and though both he and his father grieved to
leave their beloved upcountry, Meriwether credited his mother
with insisting that he get an education. Though he loved his
father deeply-indeed, his children said that Meriwether's fundamental sweetness of nature came from his father-his mother
was the one to push him to succeed. His father had been sent
into the fields at age fourteen, and he saw no reason for his son
not to follow in his footsteps. The move to Allendale was traumatic for both father and son, however, and the father never
farmed as successfully there as he had in the upcountry.
The move facilitated Meriwether's admission to Wofford
College; his mother was a staunch Methodist and chose Wofford
for that reason. Wofford is where records of his life really begin; ephemera and records of his boyhood are scarce. When
the author of this article interviewed his children about him,
both commented on his reticence to talk about himself-not
from shyness or shame, certainly, but simple modesty. His wife
was a superb storyteller though, and much of the family lore
surrounding him comes from her recountings to the children.
Of his Wofford days, Meriwether said that the minimum necessary for a good college education was two good professors
and a library. He was fortunate in that he had both, in the
form of the eminent professor of Greek, Arthur G. Rembert,
and David D. Wallace, under whose guidance and inspiration
he decided to pursue graduate study in history. Years later, he
pasted a moving tribute to Rembert in one of his scrapbooks.
Wallace had been a fellow member of the South Carolina Historical Association and read early chapters of Meriwether's
monograph on the settlement of the upcountry in manuscript
1
Robert L. Meriwether, "The Clinchfield," Wofford College Journal
(February 1910): 272.
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form (praising it as early as 1935 for its "exhaustive and minute
investigations" 2 ), and Meriwether wrote his obituary for the
association.
Wofford witnessed Meriwether's intellectual blossoming. Though he played basketball there, it was to literary activities that he devoted most of his time, serving in a number of
capacities in the Preston Literary Society, as well as junior class
historian, junior-sophomore debater, vice president of the
Woodrow Wilson League, and member of the Wofford Council, among others. He excelled at writing both fiction and nonfiction, winning both the Hart Moss History Prize and the Senior-Junior Story Medal as a junior and the State Story Medal
as a senior. Called "the real journalist of the class" by his peers
in the senior annual, he was also elected literary editor of the
Wofford College Journal and editor-in-chief of the annual, the
Bohemian. In this early work, so many of the interests that
would define his scholarship and career are apparent, from the
love of his state and the upcountry to the range of its inhabitants, whether white, black or Native American, from genteel
to poor. His early editorials reveal traits that echo throughout
the rest of his work: in a thoughtful assessment of the role of
exams in education, he contrasted a fair exam with one that
"confuses the knowledge the student has, tends to destroy his
sense of proportion, and unduly stresses the unimportant detail at the expense of the general and far more valuable outline."3 It was a criticism no student would make of his teaching. Another editorial urged students to write for and read their
college journals and to evaluate them fairly against the reams
of pulp avidly consumed by the undergraduates, saying that
college writing fared well in comparison-reason enough to
read it, "aside from the interest the student should have in his
own college."4 The same words could describe his later feelings
D. D. Wallace, "Some Unexplored Fields in South Carolina History,"
The Proceedings of the South Carolina Historical Association (Columbia,
SC: South Carolina Historical Association, 1935), 28 .

2

Robert L. Meriwether, "More about Exams," Wofford College Journal
(April 1912) : 303.

3

Robert L. Meriwether, "Cheap Literature-College and Otherwise,"
Wofford College Journal (April 1912): 304.

4
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when addressing South Carolinians on the need to read and
preserve the records of their state.
In one revealing editorial, "The Need for Steady Work,"
urging students to hone their writing skills and contribute to
the college's literary efforts, his language could well describe
his own scholarship and efforts as director of the South
Caroliniana Library: "It is work, rather than uncertain impulse,
perspiration, rather than inspiration, that counts in the long
run ...."5 He graduated in June 1912, earning his BA in history, graduating Phi Beta Kappa, and giving a senior commencement address on "The College and the Social Sciences,"
a testament to his profound respect for education and its roleand the reciprocal responsibilities it imparted. The rest of his
career would show that he was not merely giving lip service to
the ideals he expressed in that essay.
After a year of teaching high school history at the
Carlisle School in Bamberg, South Carolina, he matriculated
at the University of Chicago, studying under M. W. Jernegan
and W. E. Dodd. He later credited their courses on settlement
and frontier studies with the start of his decades-long research
on the settlement of the South Carolina upcountry. He continued that research at Columbia University, where he went next,
writing a term paper on the subject for Professor E. B. Greene,
earning his MA, and completing the coursework for his PhD
there before coming back to the South. At the time, it was common for students to finish their dissertations long after matriculation, in keeping with the department's stricture that dissertations had to be definitive.
Starting in 1916, he taught history at Selma High School
in Selma, Alabama, until interrupted by World War I, enlisting
in the Army in September 1917. He was commissioned second
lieutenant at Camp Hancock a year later and served there until
mustered out in December 1918. After a semester of teaching
history at the Alabama Women's College in Montgomery, he
was elected associate professor of history at the University of
South Carolina in the fall of 1919, where he stayed until his
death. Carolina offered him the chance to teach his favorite
subject, South Carolina history, which he would do faithfully
s Robert L. Meriwether, "The Need for Steady Work," Wofford College
Journal (April 1912): 304.
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every semester for the rest of his life. He threw himself into his
teaching, directing his first masters-level student in 1924 and
his first two PhD theses starting in 1931, all of which were published, the latter becoming "well-thumbed classics for the use
of students in S. C. history."6 The year 1924 also witnessed a
personal milestone, his marriage to Margaret Babcock, who
later worked alongside him at the South Caroliniana and wrote
dozens of articles on it and its holdings in her years there.
Teaching remained a lifelong passion for him, even after his duties as director of the South Caroliniana Library forced
him to step down as head of the history department, a position
he held for twenty years beginning in 1929. Instrumental in
earning him that place was a series of articles written for the
new Dictionary of American Biography, edited by noted
Jefferson biographer Dumas Malone, who asked Meriwether
to write fifteen biographies of South Carolinians, five of them
considered major scholarly efforts. Written between 1927 and
1933, these established his reputation as the most promising
young South Carolina historian of the time, and already a distinguished one. Throughout, he continued to work on his dissertation, initially stymied by the scarcity of records and their
haphazard distribution throughout the state, region, and country. Terms such as "oral history" had not yet emerged in the
discipline, but Meriwether's dogged determination to ferret out
the facts meant that he developed a methodology that is still
recognized as seminal by scholars today. In writing his
acknowledgements in the published dissertation, his last paragraph gives "grateful mention of the fine courtesy and helpfulness of farmers, tenants and field laborers who discussed with
me soil problems and helped to identify forgotten roads and
sites of the old back country."1
Concomitant with that work was a growing outrage
and despair at what he discovered was happening to South
Carolina's archives and records. In 1930 he was appointed to a
committee of the South Carolina Historical Commission,
6

"Robert L. Meriwether," Memorial Exhibition Notes, South
Caroliniana Library, September 1958, in author's personal collection.
7 Robert L. Meriwether, "Preface," The Expansion of South Carolina,
1729-1765 (Kingsport, TN: Southern Publishers, 1940), vi.
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charged by the state legislature with the responsibility to "examine the records, to consult with the Secretary, and to report
on publication policy." Authoring a report two years later, he
called the state archives "a magnificent collection" deserving
"far more generous provision than the state has ever given."
The woefully inadequate current support meant "grave handicaps to the work, difficulties so great that the Commission and
the Secretary are almost crippled." 8 His summary was scathing: "These conditions are nothing short of a disgrace to the
state."9 He knew those conditions intimately, illustrated by one
bit of family lore: years later, he remarked to his wife that he
had not been able to complete his dissertation until the state
archivist had finally, with much reluctance and at great prodding, given him a key to the state archives. His mother-in-law
took the key and had it mounted in a keystone, still a prized
family heirloom and in the author's possession today.
Meriwether's commitment to the state's history was
holistic, and he pursued the quest for preserving records on a
number of fronts in addition to his work on the commission.
In 1931 he helped found the South Carolina Historical Association (SCHA), serving as officer in a variety of capacities for
nearly a decade until resigning to devote more time to the South
Caroliniana Library. As member of the executive committee,
editor of the Proceedings, and second president of the association, he was the guiding voice in the organization's early years.
Writing in the first issue of the Proceedings, a colleague called
their first meeting on March 14, 1931, "both a fulfillment of
hopes long brewing in the past and a promise for the future.
The hopes had their origin years ago with Professor R. L.
Meriwether, had been imparted to others and cherished by them,
and in the spring of 1930 were put into definite form. "10 The
SCHA became one of the fora Meriwether used to trumpet the
8

Robert L. Meriwether, Report of the Historical Commission of South
Carolina to the General Assembly (Columbia, SC: General Assembly of
South Carolina, Joint Committee on Printing, 1932), 3.

9

Ibid., 4.

'° J. Harold Easterby, "The First Annual Meeting," The Proceedings of
the South Carolina Historical Association (Columbia, SC: South Carolina
Historical Association, 1931), 1.
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need for the state to preserve its records, both great and small,
and for citizens interested in the sale or preservation of records
to think of their own state's repositories and not send them
away. In particular, he urged citizens to put materials in fireproof depositories-and, notable in the face of the often contentious atmosphere of lowcountry versus upcountry, competing civic and government institutions, and squabbling smaller
libraries and archives, he strongly advocated cooperation. 11
His knowledge and experience with government and
state-affiliated institutions may have prompted his decision to
form a private organization devoted to the preservation of the
state's history and ephemera, the University South Caroliniana
Society, formally incorporated in 1937. Meriwether served as
secretary-treasurer for twenty-one years, until his death, giving him the opportunity to essentially provide the state with a
report card on its progress in preserving its records. In his first
report, after praising the progress made, he ended by somberly
noting the organization's lack of funds and the continuing need
to make citizens aware of the importance of preserving their
records within South Carolina: "We have not yet the material
resources needed for our purpose, nor have the people of the
State been brought to realize that when they have South Carolina papers to give or to sell they should first think of their own
libraries before sending them out of the State." 12 Three years
later, when the University of South Carolina moved its nonSouth Carolina holdings out of the old library into new quarters, Meriwether's vision would become a reality in the form of
the South Caroliniana Library.
By 1935 his own work on what was to become The Expansion of South Carolina was largely complete and already

Arney R. Childs, "The Second Annual Meeting," The Proceedings of
the South Carolina Historical Association, (Columbia, SC: South Carolina Historical Association, 1932), 2.
11

Report of the Secretary and Treasurer for 1937, University South
Caroliniana Society (Columbia, SC: University South Caroliniana
Society, 1937), 11.
12

1 2

PROVENANCE

2003

cited in scholarly articles.13 Nonetheless, he was dissatisfied and
continued writing for the next three years. Some of this was a
pleasure; in his tramps through the upcountry, examining
abandoned graveyards, tracing rivers, and talking to farmers
and sharecroppers, he also camped throughout Oconee and
Pickens counties, looking for a piece of mountain land with a
view reminiscent of the Stevens Creek of his boyhood-one that
might be for sale. In 1936 he found one next to the Keowee
River, and the next summer he and his son camped there. His
son recalled in an interview: "He took his typewriter, and ... he
made the typewriter table out of rocks. It was on the hillside,
and he sat on one rock, and there was a flat rock up from there,
and his typewriter was on it. And he would get up at daylight,
put in a good four hours of typing, sometimes doing things by
hand to be typed later." 14 In the afternoon, they canoed and
built a small cabin with rocks dragged from the river and the
surrounding hills, using sand and water from the Keowee; it
survived until the 1990s.
He finished the dissertation in 1938 and received his PhD
from Columbia the following year. Family lore recounts a story
of one of his committee members commenting to him that it
was one of the great Columbia University history dissertations,
but that he just wished it had been done on a topic of greater
significance-to which Meriwether replied that he did not know
of a topic of greater significance. 15 Published a year later in
1940, the book received highly favorable reviews, especially
among South Carolina historians. One reviewer wrote that
Meriwether "has honored his state and distinguished himself,"

1
3 Wallace, "Some Unexplored Fields," 28 . The manuscript was also
cited in the same issue by Gilbert P. Voigt, "The Germans and the
German-Swiss in South Carolina, 1732-1765: Their Contribution to
the Province," 17-25; in footnote 1, he states: "This manuscript has
been of great assistance to the writer. "

' 4 James Babcock Meriwether (son of Robert L. Meriwether and father
of Nicholas Meriwether) , interview by the author, 2526 Monroe
Street, Columbia, SC, March 21 , 1995.

Margaret Woods Meriwether (daughter of Robert L. Meriwether and
aunt of Nicholas Meriwether), interview by the author, 830 Woodland
Drive, Columbia, SC, March 21 , 1995.
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praising his "mature scholarship, painstaking attention to detail, and a warm attachment to the subject."16 Another praised
his "clear and interesting style," his "nice discretion," and his
"outstanding achievement" in compiling "authoritative figures
on population, both slave and free," for a period of time lacking
any census. The reviewer concluded that "the book is honest,
accurate, and thorough, a major contribution to a field in which
it will remain the standard reference."17 Perhaps the praise he
would have valued the highest, though, came in the pages of
the prestigious American Historical Review, which noted that
"the author of this useful study has been so modest in his statement of its contribution-so reticent, even, in his generalizations-that some readers may overlook its merits. It is a substantial contribution. "18
Possibly the best assessment of The Expansion and its
place in the historiography of the Colonial era came years later,
when a northwestern professor wrote Meriwether's son and
commented: "It is an understatement to assert that the scholarly work of your father . . . is among the most unappreciated
I know. If studies like his were available for other colonies,
many mysteries would be revealed. The details of the book and
its unadorned style have discouraged the casual scholar ... but
your father knew what he was talking about, he was accurate,
and the imprint of his book is permanent." 19 With one book of
his planned two-volume study complete-volume II would take
the history up through the Revolution-he reluctantly laid his
already-voluminous notes aside to focus on the new South
Caroliniana Library. This was the culmination of his efforts

16

Chapman J. Milling, "USC Professor Writes Fine History of State
above the Tidewater," The State (Columbia , SC), February 2, 1941.
17 Anne King Gregorie, Journal of Southern History 7, no. 4 (November
1941): 552-53.

18
Verner W. Crane, American Historical Review 47, no. 3 (April 1942):
613-14 .

Clarence L. Ver Steeg (fellow academic) , letter to James B.
Meriwether, January 7, 1969. Ver Steeg also wrote an introduction
for an unpublished reissue of The Expansion of South Carolina.
19
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for the past twenty years to inculcate an awareness of the value
and need for the state to preserve its history.
Though devoted to his own scholarship, he may not have
found the decision so very difficult. Perhaps his best explanation was written in the preface to The Expansion: "For the actual processes of South Carolina settlement-the primary concern of this book-there are, in comparison with other states,
enormous and surprisingly complete records. Of material for
some of the most important phases of intellectual life and daily
routine, however, there is little or none. It is partly to compensate for the incompleteness of the picture, partly for their own
inherent interest, that I have devoted so much attention to the
prosaic yet eloquent records of individual settlers." 20 That focus
on all South Carolinians, high and low, was to become a cornerstone of the library's acquisitions policies.
After the doctorate was awarded, Meriwether took his
campaign for the preservation of South Caroliniana to the public, writing a guest editorial in the local newspaper modestly
entitled, "Let's Preserve Our Records." 21 Called by current director of the South Caroliniana Library Herb Hartsook "a very
sophisticated and comprehensive proposal addressing many
issues which confound archivists to this day, such as cooperation among a state's repositories, placing restrictions on access
to holdings, and so forth," 22 it is also Meriwether's manifesto
on the role and responsibility of a state's archives. "Among the
great, unrealized, unexploited resources of our state are the dusty
printed and manuscript papers of our attics and basements,"
he wrote. In order for these to be appreciated, though, South
Carolinians had to stanch the hemorrhage of papers he had
witnessed. "The export of manuscripts and newspapers distinctly South Carolinian must be stopped if we are not to suffer
permanent loss. If it is a mistake to send out the best of our
present day living talent, it is likewise a blunder to export the
written record of our brains of the past." Equally great a prob-

20

Robert L. Meriwether, "Preface," v.

Robert L. Meriwether, "Let's Preserve Our Records," The State
(Columbia , SC) , November 20 , 1939.

21

22

Herb Hartsook, letter to the author, October
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lem was inattention. "Preservation of our manuscripts has depended on chance and whim," he wrote. "For every page so
saved from fire, rat and rot there perish a thousand that would
reveal the problems with which our public leaders have
grappled, the careful planning of agricultural or industrial executives, or the daily life and thinking of the plain and shrewd
folk whose record is as essential to the writing of our history as
their work is to the life of our state." Nor were these to be the
exclusive preserve of the university scholar. "Access to these
survivals of the past will enable the student of every degree,
whether a trained and experienced scholar, high school pupil,
or club-paper reporter to draw the knowledge which will give
us greater appreciation of the problems and possibilities of our
people and give depth and richness to our culture." Outlining
the role of small and large repositories, he provided a blueprint
for how they could cooperate-and within two years, the South
Caroliniana Library came into being in its own building, the
reification, at last, of his words and the culmination of more
than twenty years of effort.
For the remainder of Meriwether's life, the library was
at the heart of his efforts. When the university trustees voted
for the beautiful old building housing the university library to
become the South Caroliniana, Meriwether was appointed director. By the following year, 1942, the fifth year of the University South Caroliniana Society, his wife could say in her report on the society that "in the five years of its existence, the
society has been successful beyond the hopes of its founders,"
citing the tripling of the manuscript and newspaper holdings,
the massive sorting and filing made possible by the Work
Projects Administration, and most of all, crediting the society
for its "immense influence" in persuading the university trustees to convert the old library building to the South Caroliniana
Library. 23 It was a move not unnoticed on campus, generating
an admiring article in the student newspaper the following year
that praised the "vast collection of rare and valuable literature"
but bemoaned the requirements for using the library, as well
as the fact that "an attendant is assigned to watch you" when
23
Margaret B. Meriwether, "Fifth Year Report," The University South
Caroliniana Society (Columbia, S.C.: University South Caroliniana
Society, 1942), n.p.
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such works were consulted. 24 Mindful of the library's mission,
Meriwether wrote a letter to the editor in reply, saying that the
library staff "thanks you very warmly for your notice of the
Library's treasures and our 'Commando Tactics' adopted to
guard them. The people who give their valuable and invaluable family papers and fine old books could not be better pleased
with our custodianship than by your reporter's account of our
grim watchfulness. That is our permanent attitude with all our
irreplaceable acquisitions."2 s However, he hastened to point out
that duplicates were on open shelves, available for casual perusal, and ended by saying: "When we say that readers will be
welcome in our library we mean it very heartily." 26
The campus newspaper article underscored how quickly
the library and its mission had become publicized: holdings were
already up to 12,000 books, 6,ooo pamphlets, and 5,000 manuscripts, figures which did not include the vast holdings of newspapers. In addition, Meriwether must have been pleased that
the campus reporter noted that readers were as likely to encounter visiting distinguished scholars as often as undergraduates. Sadly, the article also singled out the collection of Benjamin R. Tillman as one of the two most significant, which
was not to remain the case. In 1947, incensed at the inclusion
of a letter from the collection that had been quoted in a recent
biography of Tillman, the Tillman family insisted that the collection be removed and placed at Clemson University.
Meriwether checked the correspondence files personally and
immediately wrote the family, saying that he believed the library was not responsible for the dissemination of the 1902
letter from President Theodore Roosevelt in which he withdrew an invitation to Tillman. When the family proved that
the library had, indeed, been the source, Meriwether immediately responded, writing a colleague that the circumstances
"showed quite plainly that the Roosevelt letter business was a
Owens Killingsworth, "Library Adopts Commando Tactics to Guard
Caroliniana Lore," Gamecock (Columbia , SC) 37, no. 5 (September 17,
1943) : 1.

24

s Robert L. Meriwether, "Letter to the Editor," Gamecock (Columbia,
SC) 37, no . 7 (October 1, 1943): 4.
2

26

Ibid.
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blunder and no wilful negligence, but that such a mistake, and
my bonafide but mistaken denial, precluded the library pressing its claim to the papers any further. Therefore I was delivering in person, part of the papers with this letter, and would
deliver the others as soon as possible." He ended with his characteristic self-deprecation: "I should say that it is obvious enough
that two thorough-going bunglers-B. R. Tillman and myselfwere the prime factors in the mix-up." 2 7
It was the only major acquisitions setback the library
received during Meriwether's tenure. Two years later, he resigned as head of the history department in order to dedicate
himself more fully to his South Caroliniana responsibilitiesnot only the library, but more importantly, a project of national significance: the publication of the papers of John C.
Calhoun. Though that was his primary focus for the remainder of his life, in addition to Calhoun, an entire series of publications devoted to the materials collected by the library was
planned. By 1951 several volumes of documents from the collection were in preparation, with the first one appearing in 1951.
As general editor of the series, Meriwether spent much time on
each volume; for one, he spent hours poring through the Official Records of the War of the Rebellion, the voluminous series
of official Union and Confederate communiques in the Civil
War, tracing the official accounts of the burning of Columbia
by Sherman's troops in February 1865, and how the story and
cover-up developed. It is still a remarkable condensation of one
of the most contentious events of the war-and all based on
official Union documents. 28
27 Robert L. Meriwether to A. G. Holmes of Clemson, SC, June 24,
1947, Office Correspondence, South Caroliniana Library, University
of South Carolina. I am indebted to Herb Hartsook, director of the
South Caroliniana Library, for providing me with these quotations
and the details of this incident.
28
Hennig Cohen, ed., A Barhamville Miscellany: Notes and Documents
Concerning the South Carolina Female Collegiate Institute, 1826-1865,
Chiefly from the Collection of the Late Henry Campbell Davis. South
Caroliniana Sesquicentennial Series: From the Collections of the
University South Caroliniana Society and the South Caroliniana
Library, No. 5. Columbia, SC, 1956. Details of the extent of
Meriwether's involvement appear in remarks written by bis son in
September 1968, tipped into a family copy of the pamphlet.
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Around the time that the first volume of the South
Caroliniana Series appeared, the executive director of the National Historical Commission, Philip M. Hamer, stated that a
comprehensive edition of South Carolina statesman John C.
Calhoun was "among the foremost needs of students of American history." 28 Controversial, brilliant, and a leading figure in
American politics for most of his life, Calhoun was a logical
choice for the commission, particularly because he had been so
poorly served by previous editions, which were woefully inadequate and in many cases absolutely misleading. Indeed, one
editor had notoriously emended Calhoun's earlier nationalistic
writings to conform with his later sectional views.
For Meriwether, this officially inaugurated his last great
effort, the building of the South Caroliniana's Calhoun collection and the establishment of an editorial process that would
last until 2003, encompassing twenty-eight volumes. It was
an achievement that came at some personal cost. When the
Publication Committee of the Papers of John C. Calhoun formally met with Hamer and requested that Meriwether be the
editor in March 1952, it meant he had to postpone his own
work on South Carolina. Years later, his son remembered his
mother saying that "he laid [his notes] aside with extreme reluctance to do Calhoun. And my mother said it would have
broken his heart had he known that he would never finish it."2 9
Freed from history department administration, he threw himself into his editing work, as well as writing a series of short
articles and reviews for the American Historical Review, the
Journal of Southern History, and other periodicals, one of his
most productive periods of scholarship, in terms of publication.
These later efforts still demonstrate his belief in consulting primary evidence, as well as his sense of balance and fairness;
they also frequently show his willingness to confront controversy. Writing of Preston S. Brooks and his infamous beating
of Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, he cited The Congressional Globe, as well as the House committee which invesRobert L. Meriwether, "Preface," The Papers of John C. Calhoun.
Volume 1, 1801-1817 (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press for
the South Caroliniana Society, 1959), xviii.
28

2
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tigated the attack, concluding ''both men were acting without
regard for the possibilities to the immediate victim nor to their
country."3° For Calhoun, an even more controversial figure,
Meriwether would need and rely on all of those instincts.
By 1956 the work of collecting Calhoun's papers was
far enough advanced for him to give a talk to the Southern
Historical Association on the editorial problems he had encountered. 31 After six years' work, more than 30, 000 documents
had been assembled, catalogued, and preserved. Volume One
was in galley proof, which he had read, when he died two years
later. In the foreword, one of his staff wrote: "The building of
this collection, which brings together ... all of the known extant words of Calhoun, was R. L. M.'s great primary accomplishment."32 He might have disagreed, but the magnitude of
his achievement was recognized by the reviews the book received, the American Historical Review calling it the "capstone"
of his scholarly career and noting that "the expression 'accurately edited' fails to do full justice to Meriwether's work, for
the standards represented on his pages are high. First-rate judgments are mirrored in the introduction and in the short essay
on editorial procedure."33 Part of the work's value was to list
the holdings of the Calhoun collection, now housed in the South
Caroliniana Library, making the tome, in every way, a testament to Meriwether's efforts as a scholar and to his vision of
what the library should be.
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Chronologies do not reveal personalities fully, though,
a fact that informed Meriwether's methodology and research
in his own scholarship. One central aspect of the man was his
sense of humor, commented on by his peers in his Wofford
College senior biography and a central quality his children remember today. It was an endearing trait to his students as well.
Though dignified, he did not take himself too seriously, and
one newspaper photograph shows him at the annual "powder
puff' girls' football game, serving as one of the faculty cheerleaders, grinning widely and clearly enjoying himself.34 When
appropriate, he also let a certain dry humor show in his scholarship-several of his reviews have lines that must have brought
smiles to readers, such as a review of a biography of famed
South Carolina Unionist Benjamin F. Perry. After Perry had
dueled with and mortally wounded a political opponent,
Meriwether comments: "It is not surprising that he could say
that thereafter the Nullifiers treated him with marked courtesy."35 The photograph the university used at his death shows
him striding down the sidewalk toward the South Caroliniana,
trademark grin in place, exuding great good humor.
On August 24, 1958, he died from a massive coronary
thrombosis on the way back from his cabin at the Keowee. The
funeral was held in the foyer of the South Caroliniana, and he
is buried in the family graveyard at Asbury Methodist Church,
now in McCormick County, South Carolina. Had he lived to
retire-though it is difficult to imagine his doing so-it is hard
to decide what Meriwether would have said was the accomplishment of which he was most proud. A historian, teacher,
and writer first and foremost, he might have pointed to the
first or perhaps the second volume of his history of the South
Carolina upcountry, the latter unfinished at his death, but with
the research substantially complete. He would have certainly
pointed to the Carolina history department and its graduate
program, which occupied so much of his time and thought.
However, the focus of his career was unquestionably the South

"Scenes at Yesterday's Powder Puff Football Game," The State
(Columbia, SC) , March 25, 1945.
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Caroliniana Library, rightly called "a monument to the dedication of the founder" 36 by the Journal of Southern History. It
was a sentiment that was echoed by others: in perhaps the most
eloquent tribute he received after his death, the president of the
University South Caroliniana Society wrote: "The South
Caroliniana Library, its vast collection, and the University South
Caroliniana Society, its patron organization, are truly monuments to Dr. Meriwether, and through them his work will endure. An institution is the lengthened shadow of one man. " 37
Nicholas Meriwether is a writer, now living in Columbia,
SC. His fiction has been published in a number of literary
and experimental magazines. His non-fiction includes essays, articles, and reviews on topics in Southern history
and literature, the Beats, the counterculture, and modern
popular music, for a wide range of books and magazines.
Nicholas is the grandson of Robert Meriwether, though they
never met. Robert died six years before the birth of Nicholas.

36
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Thomas Owen and the Founding of the Alabama
Department of Archives and History
Alden Monroe

In 1901 Alabama established the first independent government archives in the United States. The founding of the Alabama Department of Archives and History (ADAH) preceded
that of the National Archives by more than thirty years. Other
states had sponsored history programs, assigning the responsibility for public records to state libraries, secretaries of state, or
state historical societies, but Alabama was the first to create an
official state agency. This concept of government-supported,
but independent, archives would become a model for others in
the United States.
The Alabama model was primarily the creation of one
man, Thomas McAdory Owen, a visionary and one of the true
pioneers of the American archival profession. Born on December 15, 1866, Owen was raised in Jonesboro, Alabama, near
what is now Bessemer and located about twelve miles southeast of Birmingham. He attended the University of Alabama in
Tuscaloosa, and in 1887 at the age of twenty-one, he gradu-
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ated with both AB and LLB degrees. Two months later he was
practicing law in Bessemer. 1
Within a year after beginning his practice, Owen became heavily involved in the local political scene, and in 1888
he was elected justice of the peace. By 1890 he was chairman
of the Democratic executive committee in Jefferson County
(encompassing Birmingham), and in 1892 he became assistant county solicitor of the same county. It was during this
period that he met and married Marie Bankhead, daughter of
United States Congressman John H. Bankhead. 2
With their marriage on April 12, 1894, Thomas Owen
became a member of one of Alabama's most powerful and
prominent families. 3 The marriage proved invaluable for Owen,
not only because of his wife's political connections, but because
both Marie and her father encouraged and assisted him professionally. 4
In 1889 Owen began collecting the student publications
of his alma mater, and as time progressed, his interest broadened to include all of Alabama's history. Resolving to write a
history of the state, he soon learned that no single library contained the sources he needed. This realization prompted him to
begin building his own personal archival collection by accumulating old newspapers, pamphlets, maps, private papers,
scrapbooks, and local and county histories.s Owen's avocation
of history took up an increasingly large part of his time, and as
a result his legal practice suffered, leading to financial difficulties.
Seeking to redirect his career, Owen asked his fatherin-law to help him obtain a government position in Washing' James F. Doster, "Thomas McAdory Owen, Sr.," in Keepers of the
Past, ed. Clifford L. Lord (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1965), 97-98.
2
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ton DC. On September 1, 1894, Owen arrived in Washington
with the title of chief clerk of the Division of Post Office Inspectors and Mail Depredations. This job occupied Owen's time from
9:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m.,6 though he spent every spare moment outside of work devouring the historical and intellectual
resources of the District. The Library of Congress and its director, Ainsworth R. Spotford, were particularly helpful to him, as
were numerous librarians, history professors, and directors of
historical societies throughout the United States. Among his
new colleagues were historians Colyer Meriwether and Stephen
Weeks. Owen joined them and a few others to found the Southern History Association in 1896. 7 These contacts exposed Owen
to the new scientific approach to history in which original
sources were the foundation for :research and scholarship. This
reliance on historical documentation underscored the need for
archival repositories of all kinds, including those housing government records.
Owen continued to build his personal collection of historical materials, and his search for Alabama sources was conducted throughout the United States. This interest led him to
prepare two bibliographies, one on Alabama and the other on
Mississippi. Both were published by the American Historical
Association in 1897 and 1899, respectively, and garnered Owen
a national reputation as a bibliographer. 8
As Owen's involvement with the professional history
community grew, he became convinced that the most effective means of preserving the historical records of Alabama would
be a publicly-funded statewide archives program. While still
living in Washington, Owen submitted a bill to the Alabama
legislature to establish a commission to study records related to
Alabama history and then make recommendations about their
preservation. The bill was introduced and allowed to quietly die
from lack of interest. The experience taught Owen a great deal-

6

Ibid., 98-99.
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a good idea is not enough. A stronger base of support was needed
to successfully pass a bill in the legislature. 9
Thomas Owen returned to Alabama in 1897 and set up
a law practice in the Black Belt town of Carrollton located in
Pickens County, but history remained his primary preoccupation. 10 Owen focused his attention on the dormant Alabama
Historical Society. Having been involved with the organization
briefly in the early 1890s, he now saw it as a potential lobbying
base. 11 According to Owen, the organization had been "organized in 1850 and chartered in 1852. Although broadly planned,
and in the hands of some of our best men[,] its progress was
never satisfactory, and very few publications were issued." 12 In
1898 Owen convinced several people that the society should be
rejuvenated. As a result, Professor Thomas C. Mccorvey of the
University of Alabama arranged for an organizational meeting.13
On June 21, 1898, the Alabama Historical Society met
at Clarke Hall on the campus of the University of Alabama in
Tuscaloosa. 14 Owen came to the meeting well prepared. He
supported the election of Governor Joseph Forney Johnston as
president of the historical society and then introduced several
resolutions which were accepted. These resolutions gave the
secretary the authority to pursue any measures that would further the society's interests, including increasing the membership, disseminating information concerning the society's work
and objectives, and publishing the proceedings of its meetings.
Following the adoption of these resolutions, Owen was elected
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secretary. 15 (Owen remained secretary, and the practice of electing the sitting governor as president continued until the society
ceased to exist around 1904. At that time its members voted to
disband the organization because its duties had been assumed
by the ADAH.)
As secretary, Owen began a campaign and increased
the historical society's membership to nearly 300 persons, many
of whom were state legislators. In addition to the membership
drive, Owen launched a major publicity campaign. 16 In 1904
he stated his plan: "After I had succeeded in building up the
membership, and bringing public attention to the importance
of the work[,] I [began] a campaign for state aid." 17
In this connection, he prepared two bills. The first requested $250 annually for two years to publish the Alabama
Historical Society's Transactions. 18 The second bill would establish the Alabama History Commission with the following
duty:
To make a full, detailed and exclusive examination of
all the sources and materials, manuscripts, documentary and records of Alabama from the earliest times ...
and . . . embody the result of said commission in a detailed report to the Governor ... with an account of the
condition of historical work in the state and with such
recommendations as may be desirable. 19
Both bills were submitted to the legislature in 1898, and
Owen's contacts with the media garnered significant support
from the local press. An editorial in the Montgomery Advertiser provided a clear explanation of the intent of the bills; how'5
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ever, some confusion arose in the legislature the next day concerning the purpose of the bills. Representative William W.
Brandon, historical society member and sponsor of the Transactions bill, initiated the discussion by stating that the legislature would be false to future generations if it denied the appropriation of this small amount of money to encourage the state's
historiography. He went on to say: "We owe it to ourselves, we
owe it to all the people of Alabama, [and] we owe it to all that
is high and uplifting in life. "20 Another member of the House
questioned whether or not the historical society members would
pocket the money for themselves. Representative Bernard
Harwood, a historical society member, resented this statement
and proceeded to appeal to the memories of Alabama's Civil
War heroes. Next Representative William C. Davis, also a historical society member, stated that he could not understand
why any Alabamian would vote against the bill. Following
Davis, Representative B. H. Screws also expressed surprise at
anyone's opposing the bill. In response to this, T. M. Patterson,
the representative who had initially opposed the bill, stated that
he had misunderstood the bill when he objected to it. Patterson
then blamed the historical society for the misunderstanding
and gave the bill his full support. The bill passed 75 to 3. 21
The presentation of these bills was made at a fortuitous
time. The day after the first bill passed, there was to be a celebration for the unveiling of a Confederate monument on the
north lawn of the capitol building. In a demonstration of Southern patriotism and pride, the members of the House quickly
passed the second bill to establish the history commission, 59
to 1, and then proceeded immediately to the unveiling. 22
At this ceremony both houses heard former Governor
Thomas G. Jones, a historical society member, make a speech
spelling out the state's obligations to its past. He stated:
Our duty is not ended with the unveiling of this monument .... Where may [an] Alabamian find a roll of the
20
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men who made history and yet left no name on its pages?
Where can he find the names of the great throng who
died, with no rank to attract the eyes of the country,
and went down to death unheeded save by the firm beating of their own dauntless hearts? Can he find their
names among the archives of the state for which they
gave their lives? They are not there. In historic publications of her heroic sons? She has written none. Will he
find them on the graves of the dead? Some have no
headstones, and many are marked "unknown."2 3
The Senate passed both bills unanimously two days later. 24
Within a year after reactivating the historical society, Owen
had managed to introduce two bills that were passed by the
state legislature.
Governor Johnston, acting as president of the historical society, appointed five historical society members, including Owen, to the history commission on January 6, 1899. The
first meeting was held at the University of Alabama on June
19, 1899. At that meeting Owen was appointed chairman and
authorized to supervise the preparation of the entire commission report. 2 s
Once elected chairman of the commission, Owen dedicated himself fully to the task at hand. He contacted hundreds
of individuals and organizations, seeking information about
Alabama's historical records. In order to learn how other historical institutions functioned and to gather ideas for Alabama,
he made a concerted effort to identify historical societies
throughout the United States. 26
As a result of his research, Owen produced a 447-page
volume that the commission submitted to Governor William
J. Samford on December 1, 1900. The mass of information in-
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eluded descriptions of various collections throughout the state,
but the most important part of the report, by far, was the recommendation for:
. . . the creation of a Department of Archives and History, charged with the custody of the States official archives, and the collection and creation of a state library,
museum and art gallery, with particular reference to
the history and antiquities of Alabama, to be under the
supervision of a Director. 27
This mandate for the creation of Alabama's state archives was unique to other states in two areas: (1) It was designed to be an independent state-supported agency, and (2) it
was charged with direct responsibility for the official archives
of state government. 28 Owen viewed the concept of a publiclyfunded state archives as crucial to the preservation of the state's
official records. In a 1904 letter to Henry Bourne, chairman of
the general committee of the American Historical Association,
Owen described his reasoning for proposing this recommendation:
After mature deliberation it was decided that, conceding the proposition that the State owed a duty to its archives (public records) and history, that duty could most
satisfactorily be met by the establishment of a separate
Department of State, correlating to the other State Departments, with headquarters in the State capitol or at
the seat of government, and under the direction of a
regular state official. The merits of the Wisconsin plan
of large appropriations to the State Historical Society
were given due consideration ... One of the principal
advantages of our plan is the control given the Department of the State archives, as well as of county and
municipal archives. 2 9

2
7

Owen, Report of the Alabama History Commission, 14.

28

Assessing Alabama's Archives, 35.

•9

Owen to Bourne, October 29, 1904.

3 0

PROVENANCE 2003

An important element of the proposed new department was

how it would be organized administratively. In the same letter,
Owen described this structure and the rationale for it:
In our desire to keep the Department free from politics,
we were confronted with a very serious problem. Our
plan of administration through a Board of Trustees is
believed to meet all criticism and objection. It was felt
that it would be fatal to leave the selection of the Director either to a direct vote of the people, to an election by
the legislature, or to appointment by the Governor. The
Governor is ex-officio member of the Board of Trustees
and the Senate has the right of rejection in the matter
of filling vacancies. The State is thus protected from an
abuse of power on the part of the board.3°
The report was well received by the state's newspapers.
Both the Montgomery Advertiser and the Birmingham News
supported the concept of a new department. In fact, the News
assumed that this recommendation would be acted on, and the
focus of the news coverage turned to who the new director
might be.31
Owen had used every means available to him to gain
support for the creation of a state-funded archives, particularly
the interest group he had developed, the Alabama Historical
Society. As he later stated: "The whole moral influence of the
membership of the Alabama Historical Society, numbering
about 300, was brought to bear in the creating of public opinion favorable to State aid."32
In a favorable response to the commission's report to
Governor Samford, he sent a special message to the legislature:
I recommend that you pass an act establishing a Department of Archives and History, and that two or three
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rooms in the basement of the Capitol be set aside for the
use of the department, and that said department be
"charged with the custody of the State Official Archives"
and the collection of historical facts, records and antiquities of Alabama, and that a Director be appointed to
supervise the work and take charge of the department. 33
Owen immediately drafted a bill for the creation of the
Department of Archives and History. It was introduced in the
House by Richard H. Clarke of Mobile and in the Senate by
William Dorsey Jelks of Barbour County.34 Owen was aided in
the House by a young representative named William B.
Bankhead,3s his wife's younger brother who would later become Speaker of the United States House of Representatives.
With Owen's extensive lobbying effort and assistance from Representative Bankhead, the bill passed both houses nearly unanimously and was signed into law by Governor Samford on February 27, 1901, thus approving the establishment of a state archives for public records.36
At the instigation of Owen, the new board of trustees
held its first meeting just a few days after the bill was signed
into law. According to the bill, the board of trustees consisted of
one representative from each congressional district, and the
governor served as an ex-officio member.37 By creating a board
with geographical representation, the politically-astute Owen
increased the chance of maintaining statewide support for the
department. On March 2, 1901, when the board met in the
private office of the governor, P. J. Hamilton moved that the
governor be elected as president of the board and Owen as sec33 Message of Governor William J. Samford, Urging the Importance of a
Department of Archives and History (n.p.: Alabama Historical Society,
1901) .
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retary. Based on a motion by Colonel J. M. Falkner, Thomas
McAdory Owen was unanimously elected director.
Later in the meeting, Falkner proposed two resolutions
which stated:
(1) That having full faith and confidence in the judgement, skill and ability of Thomas M. Owen, the Director of this
Department, we hereby commit the management and direction thereof to him, with full power and authority to carry out
the purposes contemplated by the act of its establishment.
(2) That the said director is empowered and authorized
to control the expenditure for the use of the said Department
... and the State auditor is requested to honor the requisition
that from time to time [will] be made by the Director on said
fund. 38
After some discussion, both resolutions were passed
unanimously, thus bestowing leadership of the department on
Owen. Upon being given this authority, Owen proceeded aggressively to build the department. Initially the department was
given space in the Senate cloak room. This location proved very
advantageous, for it allowed Owen to lobby the Senate on an
almost-continuous basis. In addition to the cloak room, the
governor allowed Owen to use the Senate Chamber as a gallery.39 A special opportunity arose when the 1901 Constitutional
Convention met at the Capitol. Owen used this convention to
"demonstrate the practical utility of the Department by responding to the requests of many delegates for statistical and
other information."40 This helped Owen illustrate the integral
role an official archives could play in the effective operation of
state government.
With Owen's efforts the historical records accumulated
and the department quickly ran out of space for the collections.
In 1903 the legislature passed a bill for the enlargement of the
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capitol building, and Owen was made secretary of the commission that would oversee its construction.41 His participation
on this commission ensured that space would be allocated for
the department in the new south wing of the capitol. This space
included not only a gallery and museum but also a fireproof
vault for the storage of records. 42 On March 26, 1907, Owen
reported that the department had moved into its permanent
quarters. 43 It was also in this month that Owen completed his
first six-year term in office. During that time he had secured a
permanent home for the department, built an extensive collection and growing acquisitions program, and increased the
department's budget from $2,500 in 1901 to $6,250 by 1908.44
Owen had not only established an archives but a department
that was vital to the running of Alabama state government.
Throughout this period the Alabama concept of an independent state-funded department, a plan that Owen claimed
was "altogether an original plan of [his] own,"4s received much
attention throughout the country. Just a year after the founding of the Alabama agency, Mississippi passed an almost-duplicate law to create the Mississippi Department of Archives
and History. 46 Before the decade was over, similar institutions
had formed in Arkansas, South Carolina, and North Carolina.47
Owen was not shy in promoting his new idea. When
the American Historical Society met in New Orleans in 1903 as
part of the celebration of the centennial of the Louisiana Purchase, a special train was booked from New York to take par4'
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ticipants to the meeting. The train planned a stop in Montgomery with the express intention of visiting Tom Owen and his
new agency. According to contemporary accounts, his "spirit"
won him and his "plan" many friends during the visit in Montgomery and at the meeting in New Orleans. 48 R. D. W. Connor,
responsible for founding and implementing the program in
North Carolina, visited Owen in 1907. Waldo Gifford Leland,
who had co-authored The Guide to the Archives of the Government of the United States in Washington (1904), had written a letter to Connor, suggesting that he look at the Alabama
model, though Connor had already been in touch with Owen.49
Thirty-three years later, Connor, by then the first archivist of the United States, dedicated the new Alabama Department of Archives and History building. In a speech at the
dedication, he remembered his visit to Owen in 1907, stating:
My visit to him was one of the most profitable of my
life. It was not what he had done, nor what he said that
dwells with me today; it was what he was. He was energy, he was enthusiasm, he was courage, he was vision, he was faith, he was inspiration, and when I re1uctantly bade him good-bye I knew in my heart that
someday he would build here in Montgomery one of
the great archival institutions of our country.so
Owen had great expectations that the Alabama Department of
Archives and History should serve as the cultural institution of
the state. It would not only be the state archives but also the
state history museum, the art gallery, and the state library. It
would identify and mark historical and archeological sites and
be the repository for private manuscripts and all other materials that documented the history of the state. He envisioned for
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the state an institution that would combine the present-day
functions of the National Archives, the Library of Congress,
the National Trust, and the Smithsonian Institution.
Owen and the Alabama Department of Archives and
History would continue to lead the country until his untimely
death in 1920 at the age of fifty-three. That same year saw his
wife Marie take the helm of the archives, where she would remain until 1955. The ADAH celebrated its 10oth anniversary in
2001, and the legacy of Thomas Owen-the importance of a
government-supported, independent archives-remains as viable today as it was a century ago.
Alden Monroe has been employed by the Alabama Department of Archives and History for over twenty years. He
is currently the head of Collection Management for Government Records. Prior to coming to Alabama, he was employed
for nearly seven years with the Cincinnati Historical Society. Alden received his BA and MA in history from Michigan
State University and his MPA from Auburn University at
Montgomery.
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Marie Bankhead Owen and the Alabama
Department of Archives and History, 1920-1955
Robert J. Jakeman

March 1920 was a traumatic month for Marie
Bankhead Owen. It began with the death of her influential
father, Senator John Hollis Bankhead, and it ended with the
sudden death of her fifty-three-year-old husband, Thomas
McAdory Owen, founding director of the Alabama Department
of Archives and History (ADAH). Then on April 1 she accepted
an appointment as the second director of ADAH, a position she
held for over three decades. Thus, in the space of one month,
Marie Bankhead Owen lost her father and her husband and
began a thirty-five year career as director of the Alabama archives.
The archival institution that Marie's husband Tom
Owen founded was the first governmental archival agency in
the United States. In February 1901 the governor of Alabama
signed legislation establishing the department. Within a few
years, several other southern states followed Alabama's example. Consequently, as Ernst Posner has observed, "the South
preceded other regions of the country in taking constructive
action" to improve access to public records "through proper
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administrative arrangements based on sound legislation." 1 In
1904 the American Historical Association passed a unanimous
resolution endorsing the "Alabama plan" as the most effective
arrangement for the management of state records. 2 Alabama's
status as a small, impoverished, rural southern state that
emerged as the leader in the movement to improve the care
and preservation of public records was largely the product of
Tom's vision and indefatigable efforts. Unfortunately, when
Marie retired in 1955, the agency founded by her husband no
longer enjoyed its status as a national archival leader.
The fall of ADAH from archival grace, so to speak, during Marie's tenure offers today's archivists a useful case study
in the importance of carefully balancing the competing roles of
state archival agencies. Victoria Irons Walch has recently argued that modern state archival agencies operate in three arenas of state government: 1) culture and education, 2) administration and management, and 3) information and communication. 3 Archival agencies share responsibilities in each of these
arenas with other agencies, but are unique in that they have
important responsibilities in all three. Consequently, "state archivists and their staffs face significant challenges in maintaining a ... balance among" these arenas. 4 Walch argues that the
cultural-educational arena-in the form of history-predominated during the first three decades of the twentieth century.
Then in the 1930s, the administration-management arena
emerged as an increasing number of archival programs began
to emphasize the "administrative utility" of managing the
records of state government. Finally, the third arena-the information-communication arena-was added to the archival
mix during the waning decades of the century.
' Ernst Posner, American State Archives (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964), 19-20.
2
Robert Reynolds Simpson, "The Origin of State Departments of
Archives and History in the South" (PhD dissertation, University of
Mississippi, 1971), 155, 225 .

Victoria Irons Walch, "State Archives in 199?: Diverse Conditions,
Common Directions," American Archivist 60 (Spring 1997): 133-35.
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Although Walch's generalizations have broad validity,
it should not be assumed that all state archives have only recently accepted responsibilities in all three arenas-that during
the first third of the twentieth century state archives operated
only in the cultural-educational realm, that the administrative-managerial element did not appear until the middle decades, and that the information-communication component
has only lately been added to the mix. One reason that ADAH
achieved national prominence under Tom Owen's leadership
is that he assumed responsibilities in all three arenas. At the
outset of his career at the helm of the Alabama archives, Tom
was primarily motivated by cultural-educational concerns that
were strongly tinged with Confederate Lost Cause nostalgia,
but he grew in office and came to recognize the importance of
creating an agency that could play an integral role in state government. For example, in 1912 he declared that ADAH "aspires
to be a useful and serviceable public institution." During the
twenty years that Tom Owen served as director of the Alabama archives, he persisted in his efforts to "enlarge" his
agency's "field of usefulness" in all three of the arenas which
Walch has correctly identified as characterizing contemporary
state archives.s
Tom's widow and his successor as ADAH director seems
to have lacked her husband's intuitive understanding that successful archival agencies must operate in multiple arenas of
state government. By the end of her first decade as director, it
was apparent that the cultural-educational arena dominated
Marie's vision for ADAH, to the virtual exclusion of the other
two arenas. Consequently, during the 1930s Marie headed off
proposals to abolish ADAH and transfer its responsibilities to
other departments of state government. These attacks subsided
after 1939, but by then ADAH was no longer recognized as one
of the nation's leading state archives. Nevertheless, Marie maintained ADAH's status as an independent state agency, and she
finally obtained a separate building for the department, thus

Thomas McAdory Owen, "Annual Report to the Board of Trustees,"
September 30, 1912, SG17912, Records of the Alabama Department of
Archives and History, Alabama Department of Archives and History,
Montgomery, Alabama (hereafter cited as ADAH) .
5
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insuring an opportunity for her successors to expand ADAH's
mission into all three of Walch's arenas.
In early 1920 Marie could not have imagined that she
would soon become the second woman to take charge of a department of state government in Alabama. 6 The youngest
daughter in the politically prominent Bankhead family, Marie
had traveled to Washington DC to care for her elderly father
after he became ill in mid-February, and she was with him
when he died on March 1. Senator Bankhead had represented
Alabama in Washington for more than three decades, first as a
representative and after 1907 as a senator. The death of a man
described by the Montgomery Advertiser as "the best known
and most influential figure in Alabama politics" stunned the
state.7 But the influence of the Bankhead name did not die with
Senator Bankhead. The senator's namesake, John Hollis II, a
prominent attorney in Birmingham, was elected to the Senate
in 1930 where he served until his death in 1946. Another son,
William Brockman, had been elected to the House of Representatives in 1916, the beginning of a twenty-four-year political career that culminated in four years as Speaker. In 1917
Will's teenage daughter Tallulah began an acting career in New
York, and her flamboyant approach to life in the coming decades added a rather scandalous dimension to the Bankhead
name.
Marie also contributed to the prominence of the
Bankhead name, but in a way perhaps more fitting for an
upper-class southern woman born in 1869. Educated at Ward's
Seminary in Nashville, she made a grand tour of Europe after
she completed her schooling. In 1893 she married Thomas
McAdory Owen, three years her senior and a promising young
attorney from Bessemer who had become fascinated with the
history of his home state. In 1894 the newlyweds moved to
Washington, where Tom took a position as chief clerk of the
In late 1919 Lorraine B. Bush became the first women to head an
agency of state government in Alabama when she was appointed
director of the Alabama Child Welfare Department. See Montgomery
Advertiser, April 2, 1920, 1, and Mary Ma1tha Thomas, The New
Woman in Alabama: Social Reforms and Suffrage, 1890-1920
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1992) , 115-17.
6

7

Montgomery Advertiser, March 2, 1920,
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Division of Post Office Inspectors, an appointment he no doubt
obtained through the good offices of his father-in-law, then
serving in the House of Representatives. While in Washington
Tom rubbed elbows with the nation's first generation of professional historians, the products of Herbert Baxter Adams's seminars at Johns Hopkins University. Tom soon came to understand and appreciate the central role of archives and manuscripts in scientific history, a new approach to historical scholarship based on careful analysis of primary sources.
In 1897 the Owens returned to Alabama, where Tom
resumed his law practice and began a campaign to convince
the state that it should take responsibility for preservation of its
records and the promotion of its history. By 1901 the energetic
young lawyer had published a comprehensive bibliography of
Alabama history, revived the dormant Alabama Historical Society, and produced an exhaustive four-hundred-page report
on the status of archives and manuscripts in Alabama. The
report called for the creation of a state agency to assume responsibility for Alabama's archives and to promote an appreciation of the state's history. The legislature complied and created the ADAH, the first state agency of its kind in the nation.
Tom was appointed director of the new department, and for
the next nineteen years he devoted himself to making it a vital
component of the cultural and administrative life of the state. 8
For her part, Marie fulfilled her obligations to her family as Tom was carving out a place for himself in state government. She supported her husband in his endeavors, raised their
8

The chief published sources on Owen's life and career include Robert
Reynolds Simpson, "Origin of State Departments of Archives and
History in the South"; Robert R. Simpson, "The Origins of the Alabama
Department of Archives and History," Alabama Historical Quarterly 34
(Summer 1972): 155-70; James F. Doster, "Thomas McAdory Owen,
Sr." in Keepers of the Past, ed. Clifford L. Lord. (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1965), 97-108; Mary A. Finch, "Thomas
McAdory Owen: Preserver of Alabama History" (master's thesis,
Auburn University, 1991); Milo B. Howard Jr., "Thomas McAdory
Owen: Alabama's Greatest Bibliographer," Alabama Review 28
(January 1975): 3-15; R. D. W. Connor, "Dedication of the Archival
Section of the Alabama World War Memorial Building," American
Archivist 4 (April 1941): 77-83; and Alden Monroe, "Thomas Owen
and the Founding of the Alabama Department of Archives and
History," Provenance 21 (2003): 22-35.
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children, and took her turn caring for her niece Tallulah, whose
mother had died three weeks after Tallulah was born. 9 Despite
her domestic responsibilities, Marie nevertheless found time to
pursue her literary interests. From 1910 to 1917 she edited the
woman's page and education sections of the Montgomery Advertiser. She compiled several installments of Montgomery's
social directory and authored eight plays, including six historical dramas to commemorate the 1919 centennial of Alabama
statehood. 10 In addition to her social and literary pursuits, Marie
became increasingly involved in civic affairs and politics. In
1912, for example, she served as president general of the
Woman's Auxiliary of the Southern Commercial Congress. She
was chair of the Woman's Democratic League in support of
Woodrow Wilson's presidential campaigns in 1912 and 1916. 11
Although active in civic affairs and politics, Marie was, like her
father, an outspoken opponent of woman's suffrage. She served
as legislative chair of the Woman's Anti-Ratification League of
Alabama, formed in June 1919 to oppose the ratification of the
Nineteenth Amendment. 12 Thus by the time she reached her
fiftieth birthday on September 1, 1919, Marie Bankhead Owen
Jeffrey L. Carrier, Tallulah Bankhead: A Bio-Bibliography (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1991), 2; Tallulah Bankhead, Tallulah: My Autobiography ([New York]: Harper, 1952), 33-34.

9

Marie Bankhead Owen, The Story of Alabama: A History of the State
(New York: Lewis Historical Pub. Co., 1949), 5: 1437; Marie Bankhead
Owen, comp., The Blue Book, Montgomery, Ala., 1909-10 (Montgomery:
Paragon Press, 1909). The plays Owen wrote prior to 1920 include The
Deltan (Montgomery: n.p., 1908); The Acting Governor (Montgomery:
n.p., 1913); The Battle of Maubilla (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919);
De Soto and the Indians (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919); At Old
Mobile (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919); How Bienville Saved
Mobile (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919); Alabama, or the Making of
a State . .. (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919); and How Alabama
Became a State (Montgomery: Paragon Press, 1919).
10

11

Owen, Story of Alabama , 5:1437.

12
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was recognized within the state not only as a member of the
powerful Bankhead family and the wife of the founder of
ADAH, but also as an accomplished author and a public figure
in her own right.
The sudden death of her husband must have been a
severe blow to Marie, still grieving over the death of her father.
Although not a nationally-prominent figure like his father-inlaw, Tom was widely known within the state. Despite a recent
bout of influenza, he seemed to be recovering his health, which
had been in decline since the previous fall. Indeed, the governor had recently appointed him director of a state-wide campaign to raise funds for a national effort to erect a statue in
France to commemorate the Battle of the Marne. i3 But shortly
before midnight on March 25, he collapsed in his home, dead
from heart failure. The following day his photograph accompanied banner headlines on the front page of the Montgomery
Advertiser that announced "Doctor Thomas M. Owen Expires
Suddenly; Prominent Historian and Archives Curator Victim
[of] Heart Attack." The Advertiser's coverage of Owen's death
rivaled that of his father-in-law's, a clear indication of Owen's
high social and political standing within the state. The extensive article on his life and career noted, without exaggeration,
that the "Alabama Department of Archives and History which
he established single handed[ly] in 1901 is not only famous
throughout the country, but it has served as a model for other
States ... Historians from various sections of the country have
visited Montgomery and Alabama to study the methods by
which the Alabama History Department [sic] was brought to
its state of acknowledged excellence." In addition to his extensive knowledge of historical matters, the article continued, "Dr.
Owen ... was regarded by his fellow officials at the Capitol as
thoroughly versed in all matters relating to the State's government." Despite the burden of his extensive professional, civic,
and administrative responsibilities, Owen nevertheless "personally impressed most favorably the thousands of visitors who
came annually to see his remarkable collection of historical
relics at the Capitol." Consequently, "perhaps no official in Alabama was known personally to so many Alabama people as

13

Montgomery Advertiser, March 3,
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he." 14 Echoing the same theme, an editorial entitled "The
Builder" appeared the following day and declared that Tom
Owen "loomed larger in the estimation of the people of Alabama than any other public official in charge of a department
of the State's government." 1s
Despite the shock of Owen's sudden death, speculation
about his successor soon appeared in the press. On Monday,
March 29, the day after Tom's funeral, the Advertiser reported
that "friends of the late Dr. Thos. M. Owen and admirers of the
Department of Archives and History which he created and made
famous, have spontaneously and unanimously suggested that
his widow ... should be elected by the board of trustees to the
directorship."16 Later in the week the Advertiser editorialized in
favor of Marie's succeeding her husband as director. On April
1, only a week after Tom's death, the board of trustees met in
the governor's office and elected Marie Bankhead Owen the
second director of ADAH. 17 She assumed the directorship at
age fifty, stepping down in 1955 when she was eighty-five years
of age. Three years after her retirement she passed away in a
nursing home. She served as director almost twice as long as
her husband in a career that paralleled that of her counterpart
in Illinois, Margaret Cross Norton, who served as that state's
archivist from 1922 until 1957. 18
The department that Marie inherited from her husband
was clearly a vital and important state agency. It was the product
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of Tom's vision and also of his unremitting determination to
make his department useful both to the state government and
to the citizens of Alabama. In his 1910 report to the board of
trustees, Owen noted the department's "remarkable growth and
enlargement" and confidently declared that "no new department ... established in the last twenty-five years is so well
grounded." He attributed his singular success to "the willingness and desire of the Department to be a useful institution."19
Two years later he clearly expressed his philosophy of useful
service when he told the board that "an institution which serves
merely an ornamental or aesthetic purpose may live, but . . .
an institution serving a useful purpose in a highly refined and
complex society has not only the right to live, but [will find]
increased opportunity for the enlargement of its field of usefulness."20 Although the legislation establishing the department
gave it a broad mandate for preserving all historical resources
and promoting knowledge and research in state history, Owen
considered the centerpiece of the department's work-its core
mission-the care and preservation of the records of state and
local government. In a 1904 presentation at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association in Chicago, Owen
had noted that his department was charged with various responsibilities, such as collection of historical materials of all
kinds and promoting knowledge and understanding of Alabama
history. But most of these responsibilities could be shared with
non-governmental organizations with similar interests. A state
department of archives and history, however, had one "exclusive duty,'' a responsibility of "first and supreme importance" "the care and custody of official archives." Indeed Owen considered this responsibility so obvious a priority that it "hardly
admits of question." 21This, then, was the cornerstone of Tom's
vision for his department. He further articulated his understandl9 Annual Report to the Board of Trustees, September 30, 1910, SG
17912, ADAH.

Annual Report to the Board of Trustees, September 30, 1912, SG
17912, ADAH.
20
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ing of the importance of proper management of the state's
records in 1908, when he predicted that the results of his "examination and arrangement" of the archives of state government would bring "to light ... a vast mass of new information
on every subject of importance in the life of the State and its
institutions. Where we now have only meagre information concerning the early legislative sessions, the judiciary, the State
bank and branches, public lands, schools, the University, the
penitentiary, the Capitol, etc., etc., when the record[s] are finally in shape, a mass of materials will be developed which has
long since been forgotten."22
Despite Owen's clear understanding of the "exclusive
duty" of his department for care and custody of state records,
he nevertheless had to balance this duty against other responsibilities. At the time it was established, the Department of Archives and History was the only institution in the state with the
resources to collect, preserve, and promote Alabama's cultural
heritage. The lack of other organizations, both public and private, to take responsibility for cultural assets saddled the department with a broad cultural mandate from the outset. Yet
Owen somehow managed to keep these competing missions in
balance, never letting the cultural mandate of his agency eclipse
its fundamental responsibility for the records of government.
As an attorney, a former elected official, and an experienced
administrator, he knew that protecting the institutional
memory of government by preserving its records had both cultural and administrative facets. And he also recognized that if
his department did not take responsibility for the records of
government, no other institution would. Equally important,
he knew that the agency that managed and preserved the state's
records could position itself to play a vital administrative role
in state government. For example, in 1907 the state legislature
formally enlarged ADAH's responsibilities to include legislative
reference work, an acknowledgment of the work done by the
department since its establishment. The legislature increased
ADAH's appropriation for reference service in 1911. By 1915

22
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the legislative reference collections had expanded to the point
that Tom published a forty-one-page guide to the holdings. 2 3
Another indication of Tom Owen's success at integrating his department into the framework of state government
appears in a 1918 report prepared by Hastings H. Hart, an analyst with the prestigious Russell Sage Foundation. Hart had
been commissioned by the governor of Alabama to study the
state's social problems and how its agencies were coping with
them. Hart relied on the state archives as a key source of information for his research, and he was so impressed with the effectiveness of the Alabama archives that he declared it "one of
the most important agencies in state government."2 4 Such a
ringing endorsement by an experienced analyst from a national
research foundation speaks volumes about Tom Owen's understanding of the practical value of records and his ability to
keep his agency's administrative and cultural missions in balance. Thus by 1918, Tom had developed a department that took
on vital cultural and administrative roles that no other institution in the state-public or private-could tackle.
The board of trustees' decision to appoint Marie as her
husband's successor seemed to hold much promise. Her supporters described her as "capable, energetic and thoroughly familiar with the routine, the methods and the general work of
the department. More than any other person she is qualified by
knowledge and training to carry on the work laid down by Dr.
Owen."25 Simply put, her supporters considered Marie the best
choice because she knew "the traditions of the Department and
spirit given it by Dr. Owen."26
Marie took as her first task the completion of Tom's
History of Alabama and Dictionary of Alabama Biography, a
2
3 Alabama Department of Archives and History, Preliminary Index to
the Legislative Reference Collections of the Department (Montgomery:
Brown Printing Co ., 1914) .

24 Hastings H. Hart, Social Problems in Alabama: A Study of the Social
Institutions and Agencies of the State of Alabama as Related to Its War
Activities (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1918), 21.
2
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massive, four-volume reference work that remains an essential tool for the study of Alabama history and stands as a testament to his encyclopedic knowledge of the state.2 7 Since the
1890s Tom had aspired to publish a history of Alabama, and he
had labored to find collaborators and a publisher for his project.
Finding coauthors proved elusive, but in 1911 a publishing company in Chicago, S. J. Clarke, showed interest. The following
year the company published Tom's thirty-page prospectus for
a two-volume work entitled A History of Alabama and a Dictionary of Alabama Biography and forthcoming soon.28 According to the prospectus, publication was imminent, but Tom
suffered from a malady that afflicts many writers-perfectionism. Consequently, the project was still unfinished at the time
of his death eight years later. Moreover, it had expanded in
scope well beyond the two volumes envisioned in 1912. Unwilling to permit her beloved Tom's life work to remain unrealized,
Marie told the publisher that she would complete the project in
sixty days. She mobilized the ADAH staff to accomplish the
task, but even so it took a year to deliver a completed manuscript to Chicago. Finally, in summer 1921, the four-volume
work was published, an impressive reference tool that has yet
to be superseded in the scope and breadth of its coverage.
Marie also applied her energies to another task unfinished at Tom's death-the construction of a building to house
ADAH collections and staff. This project proved significantly
more difficult than completing Tom's History. The year before
his death, Tom had promoted the idea of honoring Alabama's
fallen soldiers in World War I by constructing a "War Memorial Building" that would serve as permanent quarters for ADAH.
The legislature created a commission to direct the project, Tom
became chairman, and volunteers raised over $60,000 in pri2
1 Thomas McAdory Owen, History of Alabama and Dictionary of
Alabama Biography, 4 vols. (Chicago: S. J . Clarke Pub. Co., 1921). This
account of the publication of Owen's History is taken from Marie's
preface in the original 1921 edition, 1: v-vi, and from Milo B.
Howard's introduction to the 1978 reprint edition (Spartanburg, SC:,
Reprint Co. , 1978), 1: iii-vii.

28

Thomas McAdory Owen, Announcement and Prospectus of A History
of Alabama and A Dictionary of Alabama Biography (Chicago: S. J.
Clarke Pub. Co., 1912) .
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vate funds. The return of peace and Tom's death dampened
enthusiasm for the project. Marie persisted, however, and the
funds were used to purchase land on the south side of the state
Capitol building for the proposed Memorial building. But real
progress on the project was delayed until the 193os. 29
Other projects occupied Marie's attention during her first
decade as director as well. In 1924 she took the first step toward what she envisioned as an eventual expansion of the
department's history museum into the realm of fine arts when
she accepted copies of paintings by European masters. 30 She
prepared an abridged version of Tom's History that appeared
in 1927. 31 She also resumed her literary pursuits, and in 1927
she published Yvonne of Braithwaite: A Romance of the Mississippi Delta, a novel that glorified the vestiges of plantation
life in the early twentieth century. 32 In 1930 Marie launched
and served as editor of a new ADAH publication, the Alabama
Historical Quarterly. Since the demise of the Transactions of
the Alabama Historical Society in 1904, Alabama had lacked a
state historical journal. Marie's Quarterly, however, reflected
her literary inclinations and romanticized notions of history;
in addition to historical essays, it contained poetry, reminiscences, and a variety of other material. The year 1930 was not
an auspicious time to embark on a new publication initiative;
after the fourth number, publication of the Quarterly was suspended indefinitely, the casualty of the onset of the Great Depression and the arrival of a governor in the state capitol dedi-

2
9 Tyler Goodwyn, "Alabama State Department of Archives and
History," Alabama Historical Quarterly 1 (Winter 1930): 363-66;
"Permanent Home for Department of Archives and History," Alabama
Historical Quarterly 2 (Spring 1940): 9-10; Connor, "Dedication of the
Archival Section of the Alabama World War Memorial Building," 7783.
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cated to cutting costs, balancing the budget, and restructuring
state government.
Governor Benjamin M. Miller campaigned in 1930 on
a platform of fiscal restraint to solve the state's mounting deficits. After he took office in 1931, he commissioned the Brookings
Institution to conduct a comprehensive study of state government. 33 The study's findings regarding ADAH amounted to a
status report on the department at the end of its first decade
under Marie's leadership. Published in 1932, the Brookings report painted a picture of ADAH as a department in disarray
and recommended that it be abolished and its functions assumed by other components of state government. 34 The report
suggested that under Marie's leadership the balance among the
three arenas described by Walch-cultural/ educational, administrative/managerial, and informational/ communicative-that
characterized ADAH under Tom's leadership had been lost.
Instead, the department apparently had become an archival
agency that focused on the cultural/ educational matters to the
virtual exclusion of the other two arenas.
The Brookings report's description and analysis of ADAH
appeared in the chapters dealing with education, a clear indication of the agency's cultural/educational focus by the early
1930s. Described variously in the report as a "cultural," or "quasieducational" agency, the researchers noted that ADAH held
broad statutory responsibilities in state government, ranging
from care of archives to legislative reference services. They noted
that in years past ADAH had been actively engaged in meeting
all of these responsibilities, but they did not find at present "that
efficiency in operation which is expected of such an agency."
Indeed, the report continued, "[c]onditions in recent years have
not been conducive to life, growth, and high morale in the organization." The department suffered from lack of adequate
Samuel L. Webb and Margaret Armbrester, eds. , Alabama Governors: A Political History of the State (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama
Press, 2001), 180-84.

33
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facilities, with staff working in two buildings and the collections stored in four other buildings unsuitable for such purposes. Moreover, because of inadequate space, during the mid192os ADAH divested itself of the legislative reference library
Tom had assembled during his tenure as director. The only "current administrative work" of the department noted in the report amounted to "checking claims in connection with land
grants, pensions, National Guard and World War Service,
etc."35
Thus the Brookings researchers found little evidence of
ADAH activity in the administrative/management and information/ communicative arenas. And even in the educational/
cultural arena, they found significant problems. They noted
that a "vast amount of material has been collected" by the department, but had not been brought under proper physical and
intellectual control:
Most of the material has not been properly or completely
catalogued; quantities of paper and books have never
been removed from the boxes in which they were originally received. Stores of valuable material are subject to
damage, deterioration, and the danger of loss by fire.
Archival and other historical and museum material
valued at hundreds of thousands of dollars is stored in
wooden structures in constant danger of destruction by
fire. It is understood that material is from time to time
taken by petty thieves. Proper facilities are not provided
for scholars and research students. In short, the Department is at present managing store-rooms rather
than a library.36
Given this assessment of ADAH's contributions to state government, the Brookings researchers recommended abolishing
the department and transferring its responsibilities to other units
of state government. ADAH's cultural/educational responsibilities-"historical research functions ... together with all collections of a historical nature of value for historical research" 35

Ibid. , 1:393-94.
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were to be transferred to the University of Alabama. The report
called for creation of a "Legislative Reference Bureau," responsible for the "general informational and statistical functions for
the state Government," and housed in the offices in the Capitol
to be vacated by the ADAH staff. 37 Finally, the report recommended the creation of a "Bureau of Records" to take responsibility for management of the records of state government, a
function that had recently been lost by ADAH, the result of an
attorney general's opinion that the Secretary of State-not
ADAH-should have custody of records less than thirty years
old.
The picture of ADAH painted by the Brookings report
contrasts sharply with the Sage Foundation's assessment fourteen years earlier pronouncing ADAH "one of the most important agencies in state government."38 In 1932 ADAH was instead depicted as an archival agency stripped of its responsibility for administration of state records, no longer serving a legislative reference function, and failing to properly manage the
cultural resources in its custody. Put in Walch's terms, by 1932
ADAH was no longer working in the administrative/management arena or the information/ communication arena, and performing poorly in the educational/ cultural arena. Consequently, the Brookings analysts recommended the creation of
two bureaus-the Bureau of Records and the Legislative Reference Bureau-to take responsibility for work in the administrative/management and information/communication arenas
previously handled by ADAH. Stripped of its responsibilities in
these arenas and performing poorly in its role as a "cultural
and quasi-educational" institution, the Brookings researchers
saw little merit in maintaining ADAH as an independent state
agency. Thus they recommended its abolition and the assumption of its cultural/educational responsibilities by the University of Alabama.
Fortunately for the future of ADAH, the Miller administration was absorbed in dealing with an unprecedented financial crisis in state government and lacked the energy and
political capital required to implement the sweeping reforms
37
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recommended in the Brookings repoft.39 But the criticisms it
contained may have taken their toll on Marie. Frustrated at
her lack of success in convincing the state to construct a building for ADAH, beset with financial difficulties, and perhaps
unsettled by the Brookings report, Marie seriously contemplated
leaving Alabama and her post at ADAH. In 1931 she contacted
Tallulah in Hollywood and asked for a job as secretary to her
now-famous niece. Tallulah artfully declined the offer and instead loaned her aunt five hundred dollars to pay property
taxes. 4° The threat of the Brookings report resurfaced during
the gubernatorial campaign of 1934, but the candidate using it
as a platform was defeated by Bibb Graves and his coalition of
liberals, labor, and New Dealers.41
Graves, who in his previous term as governor had supported Marie and ADAH, aggressively sought federal funding
for public works projects in Alabama, including an ambitious
building program in the capitol complex. Governor Graves's
efforts to transform the state capitol and Marie's strong political connections in Washington-both of her brothers were powerful New Dealers in Congress-gave new life to the campaign
for an ADAH building. According to one colorful account that
has become the stuff of legend in Alabama political lore, Marie
convinced Governor Graves to accompany her to Washington
where she met with Harry Hopkins, a key member of Franklin
D. Roosevelt's staff who was responsible for administering federal public works programs. As the story goes, Hopkins listened
impatiently while Marie pleaded for funds for an archives building. After she left the room Hopkins then turned to Governor
Graves and admonished him that "the government did not have
the money to construct a building for every little old lady who
wanted an archives." Whereupon Graves pointed out that Marie
just happened to be the sister of John and William Bankhead,
news that rendered Hopkins speechless. When he recovered,
he ushered Marie back into the room and "inquired where in

William Warren Rogers et al., Alabama: The History of a Deep South
State (Tuscaloosa : University of Alabama Press, 1994), 499.
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Montgomery she planned to build her new archives."4 2 Versions of this story have circulated in Alabama for years, but the
details are perhaps less important than the essential truth they
contain-by the mid-193os the fortunes of ADAH had begun to
change.
By 1940 ADAH had indeed weathered the difficult times
of the 1930s. The scathing Brookings report notwithstanding,
ADAH had not been abolished, the bureaus of Records and Legislative Reference had not been created, and the department
had moved into a handsome new building adjoining the state
Capitol. 43 After Governor Graves left office in 1939, his successor Frank Dixon had launched a massive reorganization of state
government based in part on the Brookings report.44 To head
off any possibility that efforts to abolish ADAH might succeed,
Marie called on her influential brother, Senator John H.
Bankhead II, to intervene on her behalf with the governor and
key legislators. 45 Finally, Marie took advantage of another New
4

2

Rogers et al., Alabama, 479.

43 "Permanent Home for Department of Archives and History," 9-10. In
June 1940 the Society of American Archivists held its fourth annual
meeting in Montgomery and held a public ceremony dedicating the new
building that included an address by National Archivist R. D. W. Connor;
see "State Archives [Building] Dedicated by Society of American Archivists," Alabama Historical Quarterly 2 (Fall 1940): 274; and "Address of Dr.
R. D. W. Connor, National Archivist," Alabama Historical Quarterly 2 (Spring
1940): 274-81.
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Marie Bankhead Owen to Sen. John H. Bankhead, February 3, 1939, SG
17913, ADAH. (I am grateful to Anthony Donaldson for bringing this letter
to my attention.) Judging from Marie's letter to her brother, the threat did
not come from Governor Dixon-who was "friendly" toward ADAH-but
from legislative supporters of the University of Alabama. Indeed, the
relationship between Dixon and Marie was apparently quite cordial and
extended beyond his term as governor. Dixon was a prominent spokesman
for the States' Rights Democrats (also known as the Dixiecrats), a group of
southern Democrats that bolted from the Democratic Party to protest the
strong civil rights platform of presidential nominee Harry Truman. Marie
supported Dixon and the Dixiecrats, serving as national chair of the group's
women's division and speaking on behalf of the movement before women's
groups across Alabama. See Glenn Feldman, From Demagogue to Dixiecrat:
Horace Wilkinson and the Politics of Race (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 1995).
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Deal program, the Historical Records Survey (HRS), to improve her agency's standing in state government. The HRS was
an ambitious Works Projects Administration initiative aimed
to provide relief work for white-collar workers who would document local records and prepare comprehensive inventories.46
In 1936 HRS officials set up Alabama's state office in Birmingham rather than Montgomery, and Marie and her staff at
ADAH initially had reservations about the project. They feared
that the relief aspects of the project would overshadow the survey work. Additionally, Marie was concerned that the federal
officials might not involve ADAH staff in the project. But in the
end Marie and her staff enjoyed a positive working relationship
with HRS officials. 47
Despite these accomplishments, when Marie Bankhead
Owen ended her second decade as director of ADAH, the
department's focus remained primarily cultural/educational.
Throughout the decade of the thirties Marie had continued her
writing career, publishing four history books and another play.48
There is no indication that ADAH had responded to the chal46 For a brief description of the HRS see Leonard Rapport, "Dumped
from a Wharf into Casco Bay: The Historical Records Survey Revisited," American Archivist 37 (April 1974): 201-10; and Edward C.
Papenfuse, "'A Modicum of Commitment: The Present and Future
Importance of the Historical Records Survey," ibid., 211-22. See also
Burl Noggle, Working with History: The Historical Records Survey in
Louisiana and the Nation, 1936-1942 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1981).

Anthony Donaldson, "Surveying Alabama's Historical Records: A
Study in New Deal Bureaucracy," passim (typescript, copy in possession of author); Cox, "Alabama's Archival Heritage, 1850-1985," 29598. Cox offers a negative assessment of the HRS in Alabama, citing
differing priorities between Marie and HRS officials. Donaldson,
however, has found evidence that state and federal officials developed
an effective and productive working relationship after some initial
difficulties at the outset.
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lenges posed by the Brookings report by strengthening the administrative/management and informational/ communicative
components of its operations. Instead, Marie had used her political connections to protect ADAH and obtain funding for a
magnificent edifice that provided a sense of institutional gravity for the department. Indeed, by 1940 ADAH's status was so
secure that the defunct Alabama Historical Quarterly resumed
publication. Thus ADAH entered the 1940s secure in its status
as a state agency, but its role in state government had changed
significantly under Marie's stewardship.
Marie entered her third decade as director at age sevbut
she showed no inclination to retire. With her departenty,
ment settled in a new building and war mobilization looming,
perhaps she considered it an inauspicious time to step down.
Moreover, the World War II era brought prosperity and a focus on defeating enemies abroad, and the push to streamline
and consolidate state government from the 1930s no longer
threatened the existence of ADAH. The year 1945 brought not
only an end to war, but two important developments for ADAH.
First, because ADAH had shown no inclination to resume the
legislative reference function developed by Tom during his tenure, the Alabama legislature finally established its own Legislative Reference Service, in effect implementing one of the key
recommendations of the Brookings report. 49 Thus the state finally responded to ADAH's de facto abandonment of the legislative reference function in the 1920s.
Second, 1945 witnessed the passage of new legislation
regarding public records in Alabama, the work of Maud McLure
Kelly, an energetic and highly competent woman who joined
the ADAH staff in 1943. Kelly was born in 1887 and from an
early age set her sights on becoming an attorney, inspired by
the example of her father. She graduated from the law department at the University of Alabama and in 1908 became the
first woman admitted to the Alabama bar. In 1931, after a successful career in private practice in Alabama and with the federal government in Washington, she retired early so that she
could care for her aged mother. Nevertheless, she remained
active in politics, in club work, and as a professional genealogiHomepage of the Alabama Legislative Reference Service,
<www.lrs.state.al.us>, accessed July 22 , 2004 .
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cal researcher. By the early 1940s she sought new challenges,
and when Marie offered her the position of "Historical Materials Collector," she readily accepted.so
Hired in her mid-fifties, Kelly's talents, experience, and
reputation were a decided asset to the department. As an attorney she recognized the legal value of public records, she had
experience in working in a federal agency, and she was active
in politics.51 Additionally, she had for many years been active
in a variety of religious, civic, social, and patriotic organizations in Alabama. Finally, shortly before joining the ADAH staff
she had served as clerk for her brother, a member of the state
senate, giving her experience and connections to the Alabama
legislature. 52
Kelly immediately assumed a broad range of responsibilities and traveled widely throughout Alabama, making
speeches and soliciting papers, records, and artifacts to add to
the department's holdings. She conducted a survey of the
department's holdings and recommended the adoption of new
conservation techniques. She also surveyed public records in
county courthouses and in state agencies and discovered that
many had been lost or sold, or were deteriorated to the point of
uselessness. The appalling conditions of records not in ADAH
custody so disturbed Kelly that she drafted new records legislation and in 1945 secured the passage of two new public records
acts. 53
Kelly's brother, Richard B. Kelly Jr., served as the senate sponsor for both bills, and they passed without dissent, a
testament to the effectiveness of Kelly's lobbying efforts. One
was a fairly straightforward provision that authorized the de-

5° Cynthia Newman, Maud McLure Kelly: Alabama's First Woman
Lawyer, Samford University Library Research Series, Paper No. 6
(Birmingham : Birmingham Printing & Pub. Co., 1984), passim .

Ironically, Kelly and Marie had been on opposite sides on the issue of
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while Marie was an ardent opponent. See Newman, Maud McLure
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posit of non-current county records in ADAH, thus providing a
safe repository for local records in danger of loss. The other,
described by Kelly as "more important and far-reaching," defined public records, specified penalties for their improper destruction or sale, and gave the ADAH director broad authority
regarding the management of public records. Specifically,
ADAH was "empowered to make such orders, rules, and regulations as may be necessary or proper" to ensure that no public
records were destroyed without the consent of the ADAH director. The act also authorized the ADAH director to recover
public records unlawfully removed from state custody and to
provide assistance upon request to records custodians.54 This
legislation could have provided a foundation for a records management program under the aegis of ADAH, but the potential
was not realized. Perhaps the broad scope of Kelly's responsibilities contributed to this missed opportunity.
By 1945 Marie had reached her seventy-fifth birthday,
but still showed no sign of retiring. She continued as director
until 1955, and the final decade of her tenure brought no significant new initiatives. Large quantities of private papers and
public records flowed into the new building, but the department still lacked a program for acquiring effective intellectual
and physical control over its holdings. By the time of Marie's
retirement, space for holdings in the ADAH building was at a
premium.ss
Despite these problems, Marie could boast of important
accomplishments during her thirty-five years as director. She
had weathered the difficult years of the Great Depression and
had maintained ADAH's status as an independent agency in
the face of at least two attempts to abolish it. She had secured
permanent facilities for the department and had filled the building with a rich and varied collection of material. Nevertheless,
by the end of her long tenure the ADAH no longer held the
preeminent position in state government and national archival
affairs that it had enjoyed during its first two decades. Instead,
it had become an archival agency that had fallen from its posiMaud McLure Kelly, "Recent Legislation Concerning Alabama's
Public Records," Alabama Historical Quarterly 7 (Spring 1945): 77-82.
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tion of archival leadership and was no longer in the archival
mainstream.
Ironically, the Alabama archives seems to have fallen
from archival grace, so to speak, during the middle decades of
the twentieth century, just as archivists began to define themselves professionally and grapple with the explosion of records
that characterized this century. The best evidence for this conclusion is found in Ernst Posner's comprehensive survey of state
archives, conducted in 1962 and 1963. 56 His four-hundred-page
report, dedicated to archivists Margaret Cross Norton of Illinois and Mary Givens Bryan of Georgia, analyzed the status of
each state's archival and records management programs.
Posner's report was, of course, prepared several years after
Marie's retirement. She was succeeded by Peter A. Brannon,
who had joined the department in 1911. 57 Brannon became director in 1955 at age seventy-three and remained in the position until his death in 1967 at age eighty-five. 58 Between them,
Marie and Peter Brannon directed the Alabama archives for
forty-seven years. Brannon's previous forty-four years with the
department and his advanced age made it inevitable that he
would simply continue the policies and procedures of his predecessor.
Posner found Alabama's state archives a hollow shell of
the agency that had once served as a model for the likes of R.
D. W. Connor and other budding archivists in the first two decades of the twentieth century.s9 He duly noted that "Alabama
was the first state ... to establish a Department of Archives and
History ... to serve as the official custodian of the state's ar56
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chives."60 Like the Brookings analysts three decades earlier, he
found a department in disarray, with records "piled up in the
aisles where they impede traffic" and staff so busy handling
researchers, answering reference queries, and trying to "restore
order" that "they have no time for arrangement and description."61 He noted that the legislature had passed a records act in
195562 at the behest of state and local officials who were prodding the archives to take the lead in the management of government records. 63 These administrators maintained that
records management should be central to ADAH's mission. The
act established State and County Records commissions, to be
chaired by the ADAH director and authorized to conduct records
surveys, oversee microfilming, and develop records disposition
schedules. But ADAH did not launch or support any records
management initiatives. The 1961 Guide to State and Provincial Archival Agencies, published by the Society of American
Archivists State Records Committee, listed Alabama as one of
nineteen states without a records management program. 64 Like
the public records act of 1945, the 1955 legislation could have
formed the basis for an effective records management program
in Alabama, but ADAH opposed the law, and the director refused to convene either commission. 65 Consequently, Posner
found that the department had "brought in [records] with no
attention to their retention value and that are not under schedule control." Moreover, some of the holdings "are [still] very
active [records and] should not be in the department." 66 By
6o
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1966 the finance department-the most powerful state agency
in Alabama-could no longer ignore the growing records problems and hired its own records management consultant to advise on records administration. 67
In short, the picture of ADAH painted by Posner is
hardly that of an agency that, in the words of Tom Owen, considered its responsibility of "first and supreme importance" to
be the "care and custody of official archives."68 Indeed, one can
hardly imagine the politically savvy Tom missing the opportunity to capitalize on the new field of records management and
provide a service to public officials clamoring for help with
records that were swamping their offices.
If Posner's sobering assessment is correct, what became
of the dynamic archival agency Marie inherited from her husband? Several years ago Terry Eastwood proposed a model for
the development of archival agencies that may suggest some
answers. Based on an examination of the development of the
national archives of Canada and Australia, Eastwood argues
that the classic pattern of archival development proceeds in
three phases. It begins with a rescue phase, in which the focus
is on the "rescue of historical materials, usually seen to be at
risk and valuable primarily as cultural artifacts." In the second
phase, the establishment phase, archival leaders begin to focus
on "establishing the legal authority and institutional infrastructure of archives." Administrative and legal values of records
receive more emphasis in this phase, and ultimately the lifecycle-of-records concept emerges as a guiding principle for the
management of records. In the third phase, the management
phase, archivists focus on "managing, maintaining, and perfecting [the] authority and infrastructure" of their institutions.
In this phase archivists strive to balance three competing ideas
about archives: first, "archives as arsenals of history," second,

7 Milo Howard to Rucker Agee, June 8, 1966, in "Board of Trustees,
1966" folder, SG 17915, ADAH.
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archives "as arsenals of administration," and third, archives
"as arsenals of law."69
Eastwood found that the Canadian national archives
proceeded steadily through each phase of the model. The rescue phase began in 1857 with the efforts of Thomas Akins, the
"exemplar of the historian-archivist-rescuer of documents." Not
until 1948, under W. Kaye Lamb, did the Canadian archives
enter the second phase of development, the establishment phase.
Under Lamb Canada's national archives began to "establish
effective authority over public records, seize a vital role in their
management, create an infrastructure of facilities, organization, and staff sufficient unto that task, and overcome the fascination with colonial origins." Lamb's retirement in 1968
marked the transition to phase three, the management phase,
and the effort to perfect the authority and infrastructure of the
Canadian archives.7°
Australia departed from the classic pattern of Eastwood's
model. Public archives did not emerge in Australia until after
World War II. Consequently, most of the early rescue work of
phase one fell to libraries. Australia's late start "compressed"
archival development "down under"; according to Eastwood,
"phase one was hardly experienced at all before public repositories were caught up in the trials of stage two." And by the
mid-198os Australia's national archival authority was "rapidly
being swept up in the management concerns of the third
phase. "71
Applying Eastwood's model to Alabama, we find that it
did not follow the prototypical pattern of Canada or the compressed pattern of Australia. Unlike many states, Alabama did
not enjoy the benefits of historical societies and libraries engaged in rescue work during the nineteenth century. Alabama
entered phase one in the 1890s, later than many other states,
when Tom Owen took an interest in his state's history. When
69 Terence M. Eastwood, "Reflections on the Development of Archives
in Canada and Australia," in Sue McKernrnish and Frank Upward,
eds., Archival Documents: Providing Accountability through
Recordkeeping (Melbourne: Ancora Press, 1993), 27, 36.
70
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Tom died in 1920, the "institutional infrastructure" of the agency
was still fragile. The department did not have its own facility,
the staff was small and underpaid, and the budget was limited.72 But considering the circumstances, Tom had made remarkable progress. In terms of Eastwood's model, he was concurrently tackling the tasks of both the rescue phase and the
establishment phase. In contrast with Canada (which remained
in the rescue phase for ninety years) and Australia (which bypassed the rescue phase), Tom was rescuing records and promoting history on one front, establishing legal authority on
another, and focusing on the administrative values of records
on yet a third front.
Unlike her husband, Marie was unable-or perhaps unwilling-to maintain a dynamic balance between the cultural
functions of the department and its administrative support functions. Instead, she emphasized history and especially heritage
to the detriment of administrative support. Moreover, she emphasized the cultural mission despite circumstances that could
have pushed her in the opposite direction. During the years of
her directorship, other institutions began to emerge and take
responsibility for promoting Alabama's history and heritage.
For example, in 1945 the University of Alabama library established a special collections department to collect historical manuscripts, but the state archives continued to collect private papers, thus diluting resources that could have been redirected
toward governmental records.73 In 1947 a new state historical
organization was formed, the Alabama Historical Association,
to replace the old historical society that had folded in 1905. The
new association began to publish a quarterly historical journal,
the Alabama Review,74 but the state archives continued to publish its own Alabama Historical Quarterly, launched by Marie
in 1930.
12
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Although various organizations began to take up some
aspects of the department's cultural mission, no agency challenged ADAH's responsibilities for managing and preserving
the records of state and local government. Equally important,
during Marie's term as director, the quantity and complexity of
government records increased dramatically. Archivists at the
National Archives tackled the explosion of records that accompanied the New Deal and World War II head on-they developed the life-cycle-of-records concept and records management.
But the Alabama archives turned a blind eye to these developments. Despite the promise of Marie's leadership, she failed to
carry her husband's vision forward. Under her stewardship,
the department retreated and remained mired in phase one at
least until 1967, when the fourth director-and the first born in
the twentieth century-took the helm.
Thus Eastwood's model offers an explanation as to what
happened in Alabama. He also offers a clue as to why it happened when he argues that ideas about archives, more than
personality or resources, have dictated the fortunes of institutions.75 The ideas that inspired Tom led him to establish an
institution that filled a cultural vacuum, an administrative
vacuum, and an informational vacuum. Marie however, was
apparently more animated by the idea of heritage, or in
Eastwood's words, "archives as arsenals of culture." She clung
to this idea in the face of a changing environment that made
single-minded emphasis on heritage increasingly problematic
for her agency. The idea of archives as arsenals of administration and law did not loom large in her vision of the agency and
its role in the state. Consequently, she resisted increasing pressure to establish a records administration program for state
and local governments. As a result, ADAH lost its status as an
agency of practical value, focused almost exclusively on heritage, and came to be regarded as the domain of antiquarians
and genealogists. Of course, as cultural geographer David
Lowenthal has argued, heritage has a legitimate function within
any society, providing a sense of community and continuity.76
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Tom Owen understood perfectly well the functions of
heritage and skillfully used them to promote his vision of ADAH' s
role in Alabama society and government. But by mid-century
the department was no longer the vital agency of its early decades. In the words of one distinguished historian of Alabama,
it had become "a veritable attic of the gentry crammed with
such artifacts as Confederate swords, rifles, and uniforms;
stuffed owls and foxes; the fine chinaware and silver service
once used by Vice-President [William Rufus] King; old Mardi
Gras costumes complete with crowns; inaugural ball gowns
worn by governors' wives; even [Judge] Charles Tait's wooden
leg."77
When Peter Brannon died in 1967, he was succeeded by
Milo B. Howard, a staff member who had been groomed for
the position. Howard was thirty-four when he took over, the
same age as Tom Owen when he was appointed in 1901. He
held an MA in history from Auburn University, the first director to hold an advanced degree in history. The years of Milo
Howard's directorship held great promise. He was young and
energetic, and he seemed to recognize the importance of taking the initiative in records administration. Under his leadership the department activated the State and County Records
commissions, conducted surveys, and prepared record schedules. Recognizing the need to provide guidance on records disposition to state agencies, the department published a records
retention manual in 1973. 78
Howard also had to deal with a space problem, for the
building constructed by Marie was filled to overflowing. Anxious to secure space for the department's collections, Howard
devoted himself to adding a new wing to the archives building.
Today that wing on the east side of the original building is
known as the Coley Wing in honor of Judge C. J. Coley, who
served as chairman of the board of trustees for many years.
The promise of Howard's tenure as director was cut short when
he died suddenly in 1981, not quite fifty.
Virginia Van der Veer Hamilton, Alabama: A History (1977; reprint,
Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1984),
125-26 .
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In 1982 Edwin C. Bridges left his position with the Georgia state archives to become the department's fifth director.
With a PhD in history from the University of Chicago, Bridges
was the first director to hold a doctorate in history. In addition
to his academic training, Bridges had ten years of management experience in Georgia and was active in the major national archival and records management organizations. Thus
he brought to the position a broad understanding of the problems of the nation's state archives.
Shortly after he took the helm, Bridges and his staff
obtained a grant from the National Archives to assess the status of archival programs in Alabama and develop a comprehensive plan for preservation of the state's historical records.
Completed in 1985, the report of the assessment grant has
served as a blueprint for a number of subsequent initiatives.
Since 1985 the Alabama archives has established a records center, revitalized the records commissions, published numerous
records disposition schedules, entered descriptions of departmental holdings in national databases, and begun to focus on
the problem of managing electronic records.
In 2001 the ADAH celebrated its centennial; and despite the obvious changes over the decades, balancing the cultural, administrative, and informational missions of the department remains a central challenge. Tom Owen understood that
these three missions can and should complement each other.
And although Marie seems to have tipped the scales in favor of
heritage and culture, she nevertheless maintained the
department's status as an independent agency, an accomplishment that makes possible the current efforts to restore the balance to ADAH's mission.
Robert J . Jakeman is an associate professor at Auburn
University and directs the history department's graduate
archival studies program. Earlier versions of this article were
delivered at the 1999 annual meeting of the National Association of Government Archives and Records Administrators and at the 2000 Alabama Women's History Forum.
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The Lord's Remembrancer: Lynn E. May Jr.
Bill Sumners

Lynn Edward May Jr. never identified himself as an
archivist, although he accomplished many archival-type functions. As a highly regarded Baptist historian, May served as a
collector and preserver of numerous documents, publications,
and other resources for the study of Baptist history and life. He
served as the chairperson of the Religious Archives section of
the Society of American Archivists (SAA) from 1977 to 1979.
In 1978 he received the Sister M. Claude Lane Award from the
Society. The Lane Award recognizes individuals who have made
a significant contribution to the field of religious archives
through involvement in the section, contributions to archival
literature, and leadership in archival organizations. So why did
this non-archivist become so active in the Society of American
Archivists, and how did he win the recognition of the Religious
Archives section for this award?
Lynn May Jr. was born in Wisner, Louisiana, on October 6, 1929, the third child of L. E. and Beatrice McKenzie May.
His parents were schoolteachers and instilled in him a love and
thirst for learning. His higher education began at Louisiana
College where he earned a BA in 1950. He continued his eduPROVENANCE, vol. XX!,
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Lynn E. May Jr.
cation with a BD in 1953 and a ThD in 1956 from New Orleans
Baptist Theological Seminary. His formal education concluded
in 1968 with an MA in history from Vanderbilt University. May
never received training related to archival procedures and responsibilities and considered himself a collector rather than a
cataloguer or preservationist.
In 1956 he was named research director of the Historical Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). The
Historical Commission was created by the convention in 1951
to preserve, interpret, and communicate Baptist history to
Southern Baptists. The commission was a modest enterprise
with a small staff, small budget, and an enormous responsibility. May was named the executive director of the Historical
Commission in 1971, and he served in that capacity until his
retirement in 1995. He died in Nashville on July 24, 1996.
The work of Lynn May was preceded by that of Norman
W. Cox and Davis C. Woolley. Both individuals set the stage for
May's endeavors. Cox and Woolley began the work of collecting Baptist material on microfilm and making this material
available to researchers. Neither of these men had the historical training of May. Cox was a retired Baptist minister, and
Woolley had served as a Baptist student director in Alabama.
Both had a keen interest in Baptist history and the dream of
creating a research center that housed a significant collection
of Baptist resources. Both influenced May in shaping the collection of the Historical Commission. They saw themselves as
collectors of material and left issues of access and preservation
to others. This lack of interest and knowledge in cataloging and
preservation created a troubling legacy of the early pioneers of
Baptist historical collecting.
During May's tenure as executive director of the commission, he directed a massive microfilming effort of Baptist
material, acquired significant archival holdings, and in 1985
established the Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives.
AB a church historian or "the Lord's remembrancer," the term
Puritan pastor Cotton Mather used to describe a church historian, May was successful in all of these archival activities.
May came to the Historical Commission only a few years
after its establishment by the SBC. Among other assignments,
the newly formed agency was to "maintain an accessible upto-date library for the systematic preservation of all historical
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and archival material" and to "maintain the official convention archive. "1 The library that housed the Historical Commission collection was the Dargan-Carver Library which was jointly
operated by the commission and the Sunday School Board of
the Southern Baptist Convention. Sunday School Board employees staffed the library, but the role of acquiring Baptist historical materials belonged to the commission's staff. Davis
Woolley, May's predecessor as executive director, was somewhat active in the Religious Archives section of the Society of
American Archivists, in order to gain a better understanding of
archival materials. In 1960 the commission acknowledged its
lack of attention to the archival records of the SBC and expressed its concern for doing more in this area. 2 During May's
service as research director, the commission began to acquire
some significant Baptist manuscript collections.
May's role as research director demanded his extensive
use and understanding of the resources in the Dargan-Carver
Library and his recognition of the gaps of missing information
in the collection. He had a major role in the production of all
four volumes of the Encyclopedia of Southern Baptists and
served as managing editor for Baptist History and Heritage,
the quarterly journal of the commission. Through his work in
these enterprises and other projects as research director, he
gained an unrivaled knowledge of Baptist history and Baptist
historical sources.
Between 1953 and 1970 the commission staff microfilmed the records of 863 Baptist churches. This effort represented only a small portion of the filming projects, which included periodicals, rare books, hymnals, archival collections,
and annuals (from regional, state, and national Baptist organizations). May reported that by 1971 the collection had microfilmed over two million pages of Baptist associational (regional) annuals.3

' Annual (Nashville: Southern Baptist Convention, 1961), 35-36.
2

Historical Commission Newsletter 1 (November 1960):

1.

Lynn E. May Jr., "A Baptist Research Center: The Dargan-Carver
Library," Baptist History and Heritage 6 (July 1971): 223.

3

Lynn E. May Jr.
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Early in the 1970s the Historical Commission began to
microfilm or acquire significant Baptist-related items on microfilm from Russia and Eastern Europe. 4 This modest beginning led to the development of a major collection of Baptist
and evangelical documents related to the larger Baptist family.
The Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives is now
an international center for the study of evangelicals and Baptists in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
Lynn May sought to expand the work of the commission as a teaching agency. In 1973 the commission sponsored
a series of oral history workshops to "stimulate interest in and
enhance the understanding of oral history as a vital tool for
collecting, preserving, and making historical information available for research." Fifty-four individuals participated in this
intensive two-day workshop.s
In 1974 under May's leadership and direction, the Historical Commission launched the Baptist Information Retrieval
System (BIRS), the computerized indexing tool for creating
the Southern Baptist Periodical Index (SBPI). The SBPI indexed forty-eight Southern Baptist periodicals. In spite of difficulties in coordinating the indexing with the various SBC agencies, the project produced worthy research tools for accessing
Baptist periodical literature. May's commitment to this project
was vital to its implementation. 6 The electronic version of the
Southern Baptist Periodical Index traces its beginning to the
vision of Lynn May.
Beginning in 1977 the commission undertook a major
microfilming project of African American Baptist material. This
project included microfilming the proceedings of several African American Baptist national conventions and extensive runs
of African American Baptist periodicals. At the same time, the

"Annual Report to 1972 Convention," Baptist History and Heritage 7
(April 1972): 89.

4

s "Annual Report to 1974 Convention," Baptist History and Heritage 9
(April 1974): 8 7.
"Annual Report to 1975 Convention," Baptist History and Heritage
(April 1975) : 88.

6
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commission was continuing its microfilming projects of Baptist material from Eastern Europe and England. 7
May began to be actively involved in the Religious Archives section of the Society of American Archivists in the early
1970s. He was greatly influenced by such archivists of religious
collections as August Suelflow of the Concordia Historical Institute, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, V. Nelle Bellamy
of the Archives of the Episcopal Church, and William Miller of
the Presbyterian Historical Society. By 1977 he was elected
chairperson of what was then called a Professional Affinity
Group, the Religious Archives section. He presided at the section meeting in 1978 and 1979. When SAA met in Nashville in
1979, the Historical Commission hosted the section meeting
and coordinated tours of religious archives in the city. May also
moderated a session on funding religious archives.
In 1980 the Society of American Archivists published
Religious Archives: An Introduction by August R. Suelflow.
The production of this manual was greatly supported by the
Religious Archives section and Lynn May. The push for the
publication of the manual came during May's chairmanship of
the Religious Archives section. 8
In 1980 the Acquisitions and Library Operations Committee of the Historical Commission gave its report and recommendations to the agency. The recommendations sought
to clarify the collection policy of the commission's library and
archives, but actually did little in that area. The recommendations did include a statement of support for an independent
National Archives and Records Service agency and the appointment of an independent archivist as its director. 9
May had a considerable interest in documenting the
roots of Baptist mission history. In the early 1980s he negotiated the rights to microfilm the archives of the Baptist Missionary Society in London, England. The project filmed the cor"Annual Report to 1978 Convention,"Baptist History and Heritage 13
(Ap ril 1978) : 32.

7

August R. Suelflow, R eligious A rchives: A n Introdu ction (Chicago:
Society of American Archivists, 1980).

8

"Minutes Annual Meeting," Baptist History and Heritage 16 (April
1981) : 57.

9
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respondence and reports of the society from its beginning in
1792 through 1917. This project resulted in ninety microfilm
reels of Baptist mission materials that became available to numerous scholars through the duplication of this microfilm. The
records included the missionary correspondence and reports of
William Carey, the first Baptist foreign missionary.
In 1983 the Historical Commission began to make plans
for the construction of new facilities in the new SBC building to
be constructed in downtown Nashville. May was able to negotiate for space that included the entire fourth floor of the planned
building. The lion's share of the space was to be allocated for
the library and archives. The Dargan-Carver Library space had
long been inadequate and presented severe environmental concerns. In January 1985 the materials belonging to the Historical Commission were transferred to the newly-completed Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives. For the first time
in its existence, the Historical Commission's collection was becoming a denominational archive with the formal transfer of
records from the Executive Committee, the Foreign Mission
Board, the Home Mission Board, and other agencies of the SBC.
May planned the entire layout of the library and archives and supervised the installation of furnishings, equipment,
and 3.5 miles of library and compact archival shelving. The
Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives was managed
with a part-time staff that included a four-fifth librarian and
two-fifth archivist. May was concerned about employing adequate staff for the growing collection. In 1986 the librarian
position became full-time, and two years later, the commission employed its first permanent archivist. With the presence
of a professional archivist, even in a part-time status, May
backed away from his direct activities as archivist and delegated
them to his staff. He was no longer actively involved with the
Society of American Archivists after 1983.
In the mid-198os the Historical Commission developed
a Resource Kitfor Your Church's History. This kit was aimed
at the local Baptist church, in order to assist with collecting,
preserving, and communicating the history of the congregation to its members. The kit included numerous pamphlets on
topics such as researching and writing church history, developing historical displays, doing oral history, and collecting and
preserving local church historical material. Included in the kit
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was May's manual for the church history committee. About
the same time, the commission, with financial assistance from
the SBC, developed a series of how-to tapes related to the work
of the church history committee. The six video tapes on "Making History" were widely used to train church leaders to collect,
preserve, research, write, and communicate Baptist history. 10
At the heart of all these efforts was Lynn May's commitment
to help churches preserve their heritage. Even though the kit
and videos targeted Baptist churches as the primary audience,
numerous non-Baptist congregations found these products useful.
May always had an interest in assisting other Baptist
organizations with archival concerns. He sponsored and edited
the publication of theManualfor Developing a Baptist Archives
by Eljee Bentley. The manual was prepared through the Baptist World Alliance to provide help to small Baptist conventions
and unions that needed to preserve and manage their historical collections. The manual was published in 1990 and is still
available on the Baptist World Alliance website.
After Lynn May's death in 1996, Slayden Yarborough,
the interim executive director of the commission, wrote of his
predecessor:
He, more than any other person, has willed to us the
Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives, a
world center of collected Baptist contributions and
thoughts. This treasure will stand for the generations
that follow as a monument to his life, love, and labor
for the cause of Baptist history. 11
Lynn E. May Jr., though not an archivist, set the stage
for collecting and acquiring Baptist archival material. He made
extensive contributions to the archival field through his leadership in the Religious Archives section of the Society of American Archivists, the publication of the resource kit of local church
10
Book of Reports, Southern Baptist Convention (Nashville: Executive
Committee, 1986), 162.

11
"Lynn E. May Jr. " Baptist History File, Southern Baptist Historical
Library and Archives.
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history, the production of how-to video tapes on church history work, and the establishment of the Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives as a major Baptist research collection in America. Trained as a Baptist historian, he served Southern Baptists as the "Lord's remembrancer." Lynn May lived
out that calling with distinction and persistence, not only to his
religious faith but also to the archival profession.
Bill Sumners is director and archivist for the Southern
Baptist Historical Library and Archives in Nashville, Tennessee. He has been with this collection since 1983. Prior to
coming to work with Lynn May, he served as assistant archivist at the Auburn University Archives.
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Imagining Archives: Essays and Reflections. By Hugh A. Taylor, edited by Terry Cook and Gordon Dodds. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield/Scarecrow Press, 2003. Illustrated, bibliography, footnotes, index. 264 pp. Softcover, $35.00.
"Hugh A. Taylor is one of the most important thinkers in the
English-speaking world of archives." This is the way that Imagining Archives: Essays and Reflections opens. Taken at face
value, it is an exceptionally bold statement, but one which the
editors and Taylor himself sustain and support throughout this
seminal work. Editors Terry Cook and Gordon Dodds further
note that this is the first instance in which the writing and professional philosophies of Hugh Taylor have been gathered in
one place. It is to their lasting credit and to the credit of Scarecrow Press that they have labored to bring this essential compendium to the attention of our community.
The structure of this work is simple. The editors have
opened the volume with an introduction and two essays which
touch upon the life and career of Taylor, thus serving to fix his
thinking in the larger context of other archival modes of
PROVENANCE, vol. XXI,
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thought. There follows a series of fifteen of Taylor's essays, arranged chronologically (the better to explore the evolution of
his philosophies). Each is followed by Taylor's remarks on his
own writing from the perspective of a man at the distal end of
his career, these "reflections" having been crafted in the year
2000. The work closes with an afterword and reflection by Taylor on the corpus of his thinking regarding the nature of archives in the greater scheme of human endeavor.
The Dodds essay captures the broad nature of Taylor's
professional thinking via the exploration of his professional roles.
The expected roles of "teacher" and "editor" emerge, but in labeling Taylor as "ecologist" and "galactic traveller,'' one gains
insight into the range of "outside-the-box" thinking that has
characterized Taylor's career and his teachings.
Taylor's essays document his growth as first a traditional caretaker and interpreter of the public record in England,
where his career began, and later in Canada, where both the
scope of his responsibilities and the mandate for undertaking
them broadened considerably. The first seismic shift in Taylor's
archival philosophies coincides with his encountering and
wholeheartedly embracing the media theories of Marshall
McLuhan in the later 1970s. In using McLuhan to expedite a
paradigm shift in archival theory, Taylor is leading the charge
in encouraging archivists to consider their discipline wholly differently from the history-based models which had prevailed as
earlier paradigms for the well-trained archivist. This declaration of independence was the liberating first salvo for a man
who would in future years speak with authority about the ecology of archives. Indeed, the Society of Georgia Archivists publication Georgia Archive had a role to play in bringing this new
mindset into the professional forum, publishing Taylor's 'The
Media of Record: Archives in the Wake of McLuhan" in the
Spring 1978 issue.
The philosophical centerpieces of Hugh Taylor's thinking form the center of this volume as well. By the later 1980s,
Taylor had moved his model into a realm that clearly extended
beyond conventional ways of thinking about archives. In one
instance, it was the use of the popular Transformer toy as metaphor for the myriad evolving arenas of archival endeavor. Another oft-cited essay, "My Very Act and Deed: Some Reflections on the Role of Textual Records in the Conduct of Affairs,''
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has Taylor reminding colleagues that, no matter how sophisticated the technology governing access to information becomes,
it is important to keep users in touch with the source materials,
lest the means to access information overwhelms the information itself.
In the archival world of Hugh Taylor, it can be said
that traditional modalities should not be dismissed, but rather
that they serve as but a point of departure. He cautions against
the dangers of professional stultification when he notes that
"the expert is the person who stays put," and he clearly encourages archivists to remember their place in both the physical
and spiritual communities as they transact their professional
lives.
The closing afterword finds Taylor challenging the readers to employ their imagination in finding new and better ways
to think about the place of our profession in a larger and everchanging world. In issuing this challenge, Taylor thus hands
off the torch to future generations of archival professionals and
secures for himself a place as one of the seminal thinkers in our
discipline.
We live in an age of increasing specialization, and we
work in a discipline increasingly concerned with specific issues,
such as methods of information access and conservation of a
dizzying array of data formats. It is precisely in this technologically-specialized time that the work of Hugh Taylor is most
necessary and the words of Hugh Taylor need to be heard most
clearly. Though at $35 this volume is a bit expensive, there
should, indeed there must, be a place for it on every archivist's
bookshelf. Hugh Taylor and those of his students like Cook and
Dodds have issued the challenge, and it is up to the next generation of outside-the-box thinkers to take it up and go forward.
Gilbert Head, C.A.
University of Georgia Archives
Hargrett Rare Book and Manuscript Library
University of GeorgiaLibraries
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Appraising Moving Images: Assessing the Archival and Monetary Value of Film and Video Records. By Sam Kula. Lanham,
MD: Scarecrow Press, 2002. Index, bibliography. 155 pp. Hardcover, $40.00
In his book Appraising Moving Images: Assessing the Archival and Monetary Value of Film and Video Records, Sam Kula
examines both historical and current appraisal practices as they
relate to moving images. This well-written book should be of
interest to both general readers and professional archivists since
by their very nature film and video recordings provide a unique
challenge.
Drawing upon a wealth of experience with the subject,
Kula notes that much of this book is the result of his forty years
of interaction with moving image archivists and archives
around the globe. Just some of the author's many accomplishments include conducting seminars for UNESCO and serving
as the Canadian Cultural Property Export Review Board's special advisor. Currently Kula is president of the Association of
Moving Image Archivists.
Kula begins his book with an informative introduction
to the history of various collecting policies and appraisal theories as they have been applied to film and video recordings over
the years. For example, as early as 1898 Czar Nicholas II's cinematographer, Boleslaw Matuszewski, realized the importance
of collecting this "new source for history." Indeed, early interest in collecting moving images was to revolve around the
unique manner in which film was able to capture historical
events, whether actual occurrences or recreations.
One particularly enlightening section relates the story
of the director of the Cinematheque Francaises in Paris, Henri
Langlois, who concentrated mostly on collecting feature films
and believed that "any policy of selection was an evil that archivists should avoid at all costs." Although popular with the
public, he unfortunately failed to spend much effort on either
adequately cataloging or providing proper storage facilities for
his films. As a result when two substantial fires destroyed a
large portion of the collection, no one was able to ascertain
exactly what had been lost.
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Chapters three and four should be of interest to all professional archivists. In chapter three Kula defines Form and
Function as the terms are applied to moving images and points
out the unique manner in which they relate to this subject. In
chapter four, the author looks at appraisal policies and practices of organizations and countries around the globe. Of particular interest are his profile of the UNESCO document entitled Recommendation for the Safeguarding and Preservation of Moving Images and his overview of appraisal activities
as they relate to moving images from the United States to Malaysia.
In chapter six Kula examines the importance that appraisal plays in determining the monetary value of certain
moving images and the role that archivists may play in this
process. He devotes a number of pages to the famous six-footlong strip of film, known as the Zapruder Film, on which images from the 1963 Kennedy assassination were inadvertently
captured. Kula writes that different appraisers working for different interests and under varying assumptions assessed the
value of the film's 494 frames at amounts ranging from
$748,000 all the way to $40,000,000. The intrigue surrounding the Zapruder Film is just crying for more detail and would
make a fascinating subject for further study.
In conclusion, Kula's book is well researched and packed
with useful information. Although the book manages to address many aspects of the topic, no one source can be expected
to exhaustively cover the myriad issues that surround the appraisal of moving images. This being the case, I found the book's
bibliography, taken from both American and international
sources, to be a good resource for those wishing to do further
research on the subjects raised by the author.
Carol Bishop
Processing Assistant, University of Georgia Archives
Hargrett Rare Books and Manuscript Library
University of Georgia Libraries
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INFORMATION FOR CONTRIBUTORS

David B. Gracy II Award
A two-hundred dollar prize will be presented annually to
the author of the best article in Provenance. Named after
David B. Gracy II, founder and first editor of Georgia
Archive (the precursor of Provenance), the award began
in 1990 with volume VIII. It is judged by members of
Provenance's editorial board.
Editorial Policy
Members of the Society of Georgia Archivists, and others
with professional interest in the aims of the society, are invited to submit manuscripts for consideration and to suggest areas of concern or subjects which they feel should be
included in forthcoming issues of Provenance.
Manuscripts and related correspondence should be addressed to Editor Susan G. Broome, Mercer University, Jack
Tarver Library, 1300 Edgewood Avenue, Macon, GA
31207-oooi. Telephone: 478-301-2968. Fax: 478-3015494. E-mail: broome_sg@mercer.edu.
Review materials and related correspondence should
be sent to Reviews Editor Lisa K. Speer, Special Collections
and Archives, Kent Library, Mail Stop 4600, Southeast
Missouri State University, Cape Girardeau, MO 63701.
Telephone: 573-986-7446. Fax: 573-651-2666. E-mail:
lkspeer@semo.edu
An editorial board appraises submitted manuscripts in terms

of appropriateness, scholarly worth, and clarity of writing.
Accepted manuscripts will be edited in the above terms and
to conform to The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th edition.
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Contributors submit manuscripts with the understanding
that they have not been submitted simultaneously for publication to any other journal. Only manuscripts which have
not been previously published will be accepted, and authors
must agree not to publish elsewhere, without explicit written permission, a paper submitted to and accepted by Provenance.
Two complimentary copies of Provenance will be provided
to the author; reviewers receive two tear-sheets.
Letters to the editor which include pertinent and constructive comments or criticisms of articles or reviews recently
published by Provenance are welcome. Ordinarily such letters should not exceed 300 words.
Manuscript Requirments
Manuscripts should be submitted as a Word document or
as an IBM-compatible, unformatted ASCII-preferred document. Notes should be unembedded endnotes, not footnotes.

Text, references, and endnotes should conform to copyright
regulations and to accepted scholarly standards. This is the
author's responsibility. Provenance uses The Chicago
Manual of Style, 15th edition, and Webster's New International Dictionary ofthe English Language, 3d edition (G. &
C. Merriam, Co.) as its standards for style, spelling, and
punctuation.
Use of terms which have special meaning for archivists,
manuscripts curators, and records managers should conform to the definitions in Lewis J. Bellardo and Lynn Lady
Bellardo, compilers,A Glossaryfor Archivists, Manuscripts
Curators, and Records Managers (Chicago: SAA, 1992).
Copies of this glossary may be purchased from the Society
of American Archivists, 527 S. Wells Street, 5th Floor, Chicago, IL 60607.
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